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Editorial ______________ _ 
Monica Ferreira, Editor 
Research utilization for 
social transformation 
Since the first democratic elections in South Africa in April 
1994, remarkable social and political changes are taking 
place. With the transformation of the human rights culture in 
the country, policy is being rewritten, or written anew in 
several arenas of social life. The new Government of National 
Unity has recognized the important role which non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs) and community-based organiz-
ations (CBOs) have to play in realising the aims of its 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). Broad-
ly, the programme's aims are to redress past inequalities in 
the distribution of resources and to create a more enabling 
environment for all citizens. New policy on ageing in South 
Africa is being structured in terms of a shift of service provi-
sion, as far as possible, to community agencies (Department 
ofWelfare, 1995). 
Along with a recognition of the contributions which NGOs 
and CBOs must make to the transformation process, is a need 
for research information on ageing to inform new policy and 
for applied research to benefit communities. The gerontologi-
cal research enterprise should therefore ideally be a partner-
ship between the research community and a variety of 
community agencies, and have intersectorallinkages and the 
involvement of stakeholders. However, research results on 
their own are neither translated nor disseminated, and nor 
does dissemination guarantee their utilization. Researchers 
have the skills to foster research implementation and decision 
makers need to be supported through accessible information. 
Research utilization 
South Africa has an historically poor culture of knowledge 
utilization in the area of policy making and planning for the 
older population. A reason for this has been poor under-
standing on the part of decision makers of research, its role 
and function, as well as poor capacity to employ or apply 
research findings. On the other hand it might be argued that 
much gerontological research has been esoteric, in terms of 
what decision makers' and users' needs are, and that in the 
new South Africa there is a need for more appropriately 
packaged and targeted research information, as well as 
strategies to facilitate the translation and implementation of 
research-based recommendations to benefit the communities 
to which they apply. 
However, first there is a need to move beyond mere dis-
semination of research results and to develop research meth-
odologies which are participatory and people centred 
(Schenck & Louw, 1995). These methodologies should be 
carried out by researchers in partnership with community 
agencies, with the involvement of decision makers and other 
stakeholders, to interactively search for solutions and to effect 
development. 
While applied studies may be used to change programmes 
within communities in the short and medium term, the corpus 
of gerontology knowledge in the country must still be utilized 
to inform policy and to direct planning in the long term. If 
relevant research information is ignored or rejected, policy is 
uninformed and programmes are not improved. 
This issue 
This issue comprises a transdisciplinary mix of interesting 
and relevant papers ranging from a community-development 
intervention, to gerontolinguistics, to guidelines for new 
legislation, to community services in China. The issue begins 
with an article on infrastructure and equity for the elderly, in 
which authors Ross, Lerer and Phillips investigate the atti-
tudes of older residents of Elim, a village situated in South 
Africa 's Western Cape province, towards electrification of 
their village and homes. The creation of basic infrastructure 
in historically-disadvantaged areas throughout South Africa 
is a priority under the government's RDP. However, in this 
case study of Elim, the utility company which provides elec-
tricity to the village failed to consult the elderly residents on 
the developmental intervention and the benefits which elec-
trification might have for them. The majority of the older 
residents who were interviewed were consequently negative 
about this new energy source. The advantages which elec-
tricity has over other fuels have distinct health and other 
developmental benefits, and in rural households older mem-
bers are important decision makers on energy use. The study's 
findings indicate that developmental interventions in rural-
based communities should include a social-marketing com-
ponent targeting older members of the community. 
The article by Makoni on discourse practices in first-time 
encounters between old and young Xhosa-speaking women 
represents an exciting development in gerontological re-
search in the Southern African region. As far as we know, this 
is a first report on a linguistics study in an older population in 
the region. In his analysis of the conversations, Makoni notes 
the sociohistorical background against which the old women 
try to retain status and respect. He points out that while the 
elderly are a marginalized group, the youth in South African 
society have become empowered through their contributions 
to the political changes, which along with other social 
changes are seen by some to destabilize traditional seniority 
respect norms. 
In his article Van Dokkum makes out a case for the 
development of legislation to protect older South Africans 
against abuse. He uses examples of new South African legis-
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lation to deter child abuse and vast legislation in the United 
States to protect older Americans, in outlining a proposal for 
local activists to campaign for adequate protection of elderly 
citizens. 
Zhu gives us an update on a massive community social-ser-
vices programme for older people being implemented in the 
People's Republic of China. The programme partly aims to 
assist an increasing number of older people who find that they 
are no longer able to live with kin and must live inde-
pendently. The programme already serves a staggering pro-
portion of China's 104 million persons aged 60 years and 
above, although it is estimated that it currently only meets 
30 % of the demand. 
A letter to the editor, which raises points in an article on 
pensions and household structure in Namibia by Adamchak 
published in SAJG Volume 4, No 2 (October 1995), and 
Adamchak's response are welcome additions to this number. 
The journal encourages debate on papers that it publishes, and 
the letters also reflect the development and growth of geron-
tology and research on ageing in the Southern African region. 
Finally, gerontolinguist Makoni reviews Hamilton's 
(1994) book in which the author analyses her conversations 
with Elsie, an Alzheimer's disease patient in a "total institu-
tion" (Goffman, 1961) . The book contributes to under-
standing of losses and changes in language use in sufferers of 
this disease as the dementia progresses. Makoni proposes 
topics for studies on this subject which might be carried out 
in Southern African countries, where the majority of dement-
ing older Africans are cared for within the community and not 
in a long-term care institution. 
Special issue 
The October 1996 number of SAJG is a special issue on 
"Gender, ageing and empowerment in Africa." The guest 
editor of the special issue is Maria Cattell of Millersville 
University, Pennsylvania, USA, who has conducted substan-
tial research on older Kenyans and more recently on Zulu 
grandmothers. Dr Cattell is the President of the global Asso-
ciation of Anthropology and Gerontology (AAGE) . The issue 
will comprise research papers from authors in several African 
countries, and will provide valuable data and experience of 
ageing in Africa for transnational comparison. 
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Infrastructure, equity and the elderly 
Fiona Ross 
Department of Social Anthropology, University of Cape Town and Community Health Research Group 
L.B. Lerer* and Rozett Phillips 
Community Health Research Group, Medical Research Council 
Abstract 
Equitable infrastructure provision in the less-developed 
world requires recognition of the needs of marginalized 
groups, such as the elderly. This paper explores issues relat-
ing to the use of household energy sources by the elderly in a 
rural village in the Western Cape province of South Africa, 
and focusses on perceptions of and barriers to electricity 
uptake. Whilst poor elderly persons are frequently involved 
in child care, and together with the young suffer most the 
negative health effects of indoor air pollution, their access to 
electricity is limited by constraints including affordability, 
status and custom. Electnfication is considered by the South 
African Government of National Unity to be a vital develop-
ment intervention and employment creator; yet the elderly 
tend to be excluded from the concrete benefits of development, 
and their construction and commentaries on energy issues 
often contain a critique of infrastructural development and 
the accompanying processes of social change. Rather than 
dismiss the elderly's attitudes towards electrification, it is 
important to look deeper into what their commentary tells us 
about missed opportunities, to ensure that development 
brings with it equitable access and outcomes to categories of 
people in need. 
The elderly are frequently overlooked in policy planning, yet 
they represent a special interest group worthy of attention in 
view of the important role that they play in poverty-stncken 
households. Seventy per cent of all households with an elderly 
member live below the poverty datum line (M¢1ler & Devey, 
1995: 10); yet the elderly, the majority of whom receive a 
social old-age pension, constitute an important social re-
source in poor households. This paper uses responses of a 
group of elderly people who live in a rural area to the electri-
fication of their village, to explore some of the implications 
of development policies and interventions. It is argued that 
the elderly have significant influence in determining energy 
use, even where they are dependents rather than heads of 
household. Where there is resistance to particular energy 
sources by elderly people, the effect may be to increase energy 
expenditure in poor households, as a range of fuels and 
appliances have to be introduced and sustained. The paper 
suggests that targeting the elderly as a specific category for 
education regarding electricity may have great benefit in 
development policies which rely on electrification. However, 
development is not always equitable, and we caution that the 
elderly may reject development if they perceive that develop-
mental interventions exclude them. 
"' Address correspondence to 
Several important reasons exist for considering the elderly 
as significant in energy studies, not least of which is the fact 
that South Africa' s population is ageing, 1 albeit at different 
rates across population groups2 (Hofmeyr & Mostert, 1989). 
Households with pensioners are considered to be better-off 
than those in which there is no pension beneficiary, (Cross, 
Bekker & Broomberger, 1992; Spiegel, 1990; Lund, 1993; 
Ardington & Lund, 1994 ), as a reliable income enables people 
to establish and maintain a range of social relationships and 
mutual assistance activities which might not otherwise be 
possible (Ross, 1995). However, the benefit of a pension 
should not be taken to indicate wealth. M¢11er and Devey 
point out that elderly households in South Africa are " typi-
cally poorer than young households" (1995: 10), particularly 
where households are rural-based and female-headed. Pensio-
ners are frequently regarded as resources for child care, and 
children are left in the care of grandparents or other elderly 
persons when young adults migrate to urban areas in search 
of work. In these contexts, the elderly become important 
decision makers within domestic units on a day-to-day basis. 
Of course, the elderly remain a minority group in the overall 
population, and this may result in their roles and needs being 
undervalued. The historical circumstances in South Africa 
have meant that the poorer sections of the population are those 
which were classified "non-white" in the apartheid era. In 
addition, given that women live longer than men, the effect 
of gender in the process of impoverishment further compli-
cates a relationship between age, population group classifica-
tion, and impoverishment in South Africa. It is this 
relationship which impacts directly upon electrification in 
households· in which elderly persons reside, and which in-
volves the elderly as sometime decision makers in domestic 
units. 
Multigenerational households seem to typify the living 
arrangements of the coloured, black and Indian populations 
in South Africa (Ferreira, M¢ller, Prinsloo & Gillis, 1992; 
Schoombee & Mantzaris, 1989; Barnes & Yach, 1991). Fer-
reira' s 1992 study, which explored attitudes and attributes of 
4 400 people aged 60 years and above, found that more than 
80% of respondents from the coloured, Indian and black 
population groups resided in two or three-generational house-
holds. Co-residence may be out of necessity rather than 
choice. Indeed, the South African Race Relations Survey 
(1994) notes that in November 1992, 45% of whites and 80% 
of Africans over the age of 65 were living below the poverty 
datum line. However, despite economic constraints, the elder-
ly wield power, be it generated as a result of cultural and social 
Dr Len Lerer, Community Health Research Group, Medical Research Council, P 0 Box 19070, Tygerberg 7505, South Africa. 
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nonns governing the status of the elderly (see e.g. Brindley, 
1982; Chinkanda, 1989; Dubazana, 1989), or because they 
contribute income and labour to households, including the 
task of "growing children up" (to use a respondent's words). 
We contend that their response to electrification is thus im-
portant for energy-related education of today's children. 
This paper is prompted also by the fact that the elderly in 
South Africa suffer from high rates of respiratory infections, 
which are documented in most studies of the health of the 
elderly (Gillis, 1989; Ferreira et al., 1992), but which rates 
infrequently receive attention in literature relating to energy 
(see a review of the biomedical literature pertaining to energy 
provision and health, CHRG, 1995). For the main part, re-
search exploring a link between impaired respiratory function 
and indoor air pollution in South Africa has focussed on 
children rather than on adults (although see Bradshaw, Der-
rington & Sitas, 1992). Lerer (in CHRG, 1995: 12), for 
example, points out that there is growing international evi-
dence supporting a causal relationship between air pollution 
and adult respiratory morbidity and mortality, arguing that 
childhood respiratory infections are part of a link between air 
pollution and adult ill-health. Ferreira eta/. (1992: 257-58) 
show that among the elderly, respiratory infections ranked as 
the fifth, sixth and eleventh most common ailments of rural 
blacks, and the eighth and ninth most common ailments 
among coloureds in South Africa. Lerer (in CHRG, 1995: 15) 
points out that the long-tenn effects of respiratory infection 
"include the possibility of pennanently impaired lung func-
tion and high risk of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
in adulthood." 
Decisions relating to utilization of energy sources at a 
household level thus have a direct impact not only on the 
adults who make the decisions but also on other household 
·members, many of whom are likely to be children. Since the 
installation and use of electricity are expected to lower indoor 
air pollution levels as a result of reduced reliance on coal-
stoves, the health effects of complete conversion to electricity 
for the elderly and children could be considerable. As Eckert, 
Grey ling and Seventer (1993: 19) point out: 
It is obvious that there will be substantial differences in 
how electricity affects household members differentiated 
by age and sex ... The young and the aged are likely ·to 
be most affected by pollution and thus the principal 
beneficiaries if electricity reduces this problem. A care-
ful disaggregation of benefit streams by age and sex 
would seem crucial for designing and prioritising public 
spending programmes in this field ... (emphasis added). 
Thus far, we have identified three reasons why the responses 
of the elderly to electrification should be earnestly examined. 
First, the elderly play important roles in daily household 
activities (particularly in cooking and other domestic chores). 
Second, as child carers they have influence on future gener-
ations. Finally, the adverse health effects of the present fuel-
use patterns of the elderly warrant intervention, particularly 
if the assumption that household decisions made by the elder-
ly impact directly upon the health and education of poor 
young South Africans holds true. 
We elaborate on these reasons by examining responses to 
electrification in Elim, the rural village which provides the 
case study for this paper. Elim is of particular interest in that 
it is home to a large number of elderly people, previously 
classified as coloured, many of whom support grandchildren 
(mainly as a result of urban migration among young adults), 
and who have limited family support. Their experiences of 
and attitudes towards the process of electrification invite 
consideration of the impact of electrification as one aspect of 
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development policies presently being implemented in South 
Africa. 
The study 
An intensive interview study was conducted in 1994, in 13 
households in Elim, a small inland Moravian village in the 
Western Cape province of South Africa. A structured ques-
tionnaire was used to gather the data from the respondents 
who were interviewed in their homes. Initially, the study 
focussed on a household's energy-use patterns and expenses. 
In a follow-up phase, group and individual interviews were 
conducted to explore the meanings which the elderly respond-
ents gave to electricity. Community leaders, representatives 
of the Moravian church, shop-owners and other residents of 
the village were also consulted regarding the electrification 
process in the village and their opinions as to its effects on the 
elderly. 
Sample characteristics 
Forty-two people resided in the 13 households which fonned 
the basis of the research. Fourteen of the residents were of 
pensionable age, i.e. aged 60 years and above; of these 14, 
twelve received a state pension. Of the two elderly people 
who did not receive a pension, one was reliant on income 
remitted from elsewhere and the other owned a small shop 
which was managed by his wife. Fifteen of the 28 remaining 
residents were under 18 years of age. Ten of the 13 households 
contained elderly people, and in nine cases these people were 
fully responsible for the maintenance of the household. The 
population profile of the sample thus indicates a large propor-
tion of young children cared for by elderly people. Only three 
households, all three consisting of elderly people, contained 
a single generation; two households were composed of single 
widowed women, and the third household, a married couple. 
The most common household composition was three-
generational (n=6), and in five instances a pensioner WflS 
responsible for the maintenance of the household. Four 
households contained two generations; only one of the latter 
households had a resident pensioner. In all cases, save one, 
child care was the responsibility of elderly residents. The 
children were either their own grandchildren or else children 
of an extended family network. The patterns of household 
composition are indicative of urban migration among young 
adults, who send their children back to Elim to attend school 
and to retain rights as "citizens" of the village. In our sample, 
child maintenance (of approximately RIOO per week per 
child) was received in three instances where grandchildren 
were resident with respondents, but these incomes were not 
always reliable. According to the South African Council for 
the Aged, it is not uncommon for the majority of social 
pensioners to share their meagre incomes with unemployed 
and impoverished family members" (SAIRR, 1994).3 
Ten of the 13 households had electricity; the figure consid-
erably over-represents the electrified households in Elim. 
However, in other respects the sample is a fairly accurate 
reflection of the population of the 380-house village, where 
according to the church's statistics, elderly people account for 
60% of the population, 171 people collect state pensions, and 
others have alternative sources of income or private pensions. 
Exploring the responses of the elderly in Elim to 
electrification 
"All roads lead to the Church": church, land and 
control in Elim 
The land on which Elim is located belongs to the Moravian 
Church and cannot be alienated from the church. Thus, while 
the residents of Elim own their homes and have rights, gener-
ated through church membership, to remain in their houses as 
long as they are not ex-communicated from the church, they 
do not own the land on which they live. Land and who controls 
it are central themes which underlie social interactions in 
Elim. The church, as sole landowner, controls all resources, 
including housing rights, citizenship, burial rights, baptism, 
commonage and grazing. Part of this control also extends to 
electrification, a factor which has profoundly shaped the 
provision of electricity to the village. 
Less than three-quarters of the villagers have electricity,3 
this despite the fact that an overhead reticulation system was 
installed in 1985 and electricity was offered to householders 
in 1986. Thus, although electricity had been available in the 
village for approximately eight years prior to the study on 
which this paper is based, a large proportion of the population 
remains without electricity in their homes. Householders 
without elecricity were not planning to install it in the future, 
mainly because of the costs of internal reticulation and ap-
p liance purchases, and also because of the monthly flat fee 
charged to consumers by the church which owns the land on 
which the houses are built. 
The situation in which villagers find themselves then, 
corresponds with findings in rural areas elsewhere. Viljoen 
and Cross (1993:8) have commented that people in rural areas 
are slower to make use of electricity, partly because of the 
availability of other fuels, but also because of limited dispos-
able income and attitudes towards electrification. There are 
interesting parallels here with a situation in which many 
farmworkers find themselves. For the latter, occupation of 
housing is linked to employment on the farm on which the 
housing was situated, and farmworkers were therefore as-
sured of accommodation only if they continued to work on 
the farm (SAIRR, 1994; Hofmeyr, 1994). For the residents of 
Elim, housing rights are held only for as long as the head of 
a household remains a member of the church. In both instan-
ces, this causes complications where electrification is con-
cerned, as neither category of consumer can contract with the 
electricity utility in their individual capacities, and instead are 
constrained by decisions made and obligations incurred by 
the church or landowners on their behalf. 
Services in the village are limited, and business which 
cannot be conducted in Elim (including the purchase of 
appliances and electrical services) must be undertaken in 
Bredasdorp, 36 km away, or further afield. Street lights have 
been installed at each street comer in Elim, but residents 
complain that the lights are often not operational. Indeed, one 
woman interviewed commented that her electricity bill in-
creased in a direct relationship to the non-operation of the 
street lights; when the latter did not work, she kept her house 
lights on to illuminate the road so that old people could see 
their way when walking (her emphasis). 
"Eiim has now got a future": electrification in the village 
Electricity was installed in the village between 1985 and 
1986. Installation was commissioned by the church to ensure 
a reliable energy source for the Elim Home for the Mentally 
and Physically Handicapped and to assist the elderly by 
providing lighting within the church building - the centre of 
activities and social life of the village - at night and in winter. 
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To obtain capital for the installation of reticulation, a loan of 
R 120 000, repayable over 20 years, was taken by mortgaging 
part of the land on which Elim is located. The loan and its 
interest are repaid from a basic monthly fee of R20,54 which 
is charged to all household electricity consumers in Elim. This 
basic fee alone, i.e. excluding actual consumption charges, 
represented 5,5 %of a 1993 social pension ofR370 per month. 
A number of respondents felt that this charge, in addition to 
the high costs of internal reticulation, curtailed new electrical 
connections, particular! y among the elder! y. Others expressed 
anger at repayment of the loan by households, in view of the 
fact that electricity consumers do not own the land on which 
their houses are built (the land remains the property of the 
church). This latter point constitutes an important component 
of the response of the elderly to electrification. Unable to 
negotiate with the energy utility in their individual capacities, 
the residents ofElim are thus held to the conditions set by the 
church. 
We identified three main barriers to electrification among 
the people whom we interviewed: affordability, contractual 
issues resulting from non-ownership of land, and custom. 
• "They are stripping us naked!": the affordability of old 
age. Pensioners are regarded by the villagers as the poorest 
members of the Elim community- unlike other settlements, 
where the reliability of pension payments puts recipients in 
stronger positions than those whose incomes are less regu-
lar.4 In Elim, a number of monthly fixed expenses ensure 
that pensions are rapidly consumed. The elderly people 
whom we interviewed in Elim feel that they are entrapped 
in a cycle of household poverty which impacts directly on 
attitudes towards electricity. 
• "I go mad thinking about how much it costs": the 
expense of electricity. The perception that electricity is 
expensive was universal among the respondents. In part, 
the reason for this construction of electricity consumption 
lies in the church levy, which represents a sizeable amount 
incurred prior to paying the unit charge of R0,21 per unit 
of electricity consumed. 
Several respondents had devised strategies to limit their 
use of electricity for domestic activities. One old woman 
drew hot water from the gas geyser rather than use her kettle 
to boil water. Indeed, she commented that her electricity 
costs "soared over the festive period" when her family came 
to stay, because they used the electric kettle to make tea. 
Another explained that her membership of the Old Age 
Club meant that she received three hot meals a week.5 In 
addition, !ihe used her microwave oven to limit both elec-
tricity and gas consumption. Despite these measures, her 
electricity expenditure alone amounted to approximately a 
tenth of her income in February 1994. 
• Household budgetary constraints. The price per unit and 
overall cost of electricity are major deterrents to those who 
might consider the switch to electricity. Price per se is not 
the only deterrent, however. This is particularly so for 
pensioners, who, as Mrs H, herself a pensioner living alone, 
pointed out, cannot afford the reticulation costs of electri-
fication, nor the levy charged by the church. In addition, 
the limited affordability of electricity is directly re lated to 
household budgetary constraints - particularly to intra-
monthly budgetary fluctuations. As Cross eta/. (1992: 39) 
comment," ... households of the poor are attempting to meet 
economic demands that impinge on them with unequal 
periodicity," a finding which is borne out by Van Horen 
and Eberhard (1993: 46) who argue that the poor are 
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confronted by "extremely short cash flow cycles, involving 
small income amounts." 
Individual understanding of budgeting requires more 
investigation in the light of a respondent's ironic comment 
that with the installation of electricity" ... we don't save any 
more. Now I save at the post office [where telephone bills 
are paid] and at the electricity office." This respondent felt 
that she had been in a better position to save prior to 
electrification because then she did not have recurrent 
monthly expenses such as electricity bills. In short, these 
are ironic comments on development- money which was 
perceived as being saved is now spent on electricity. 
Whether in fact this is so, is incidental to the respondent's 
argument; she experienced paying for electricity as consti-
tuting a drain on her limited household resources. 
Appliance switching and supply reliability 
The expense involved in switching to electricity is not purely 
subjective. There are a number of costs involved, especially 
given the need to repay the loan taken by the church, to obtain 
internal reticulation, and also to purchase appliances. The 
latter expense has been identified as an important barrier to 
the uptake of electricity, since electrical appliances are gener-
ally more expensive than appliances which residents already 
have for other fuels (Van Gass, 1993). In addition, internal 
reticulation costs are high, with respondents claiming to have 
spent between R450 and R2 000 on connections and reticula-
tion. However, even if a total switch to electrical appliances 
were possible for the elderly who form the core of this 
research, such a switch would not be practical. This is because 
the electricity supply to Elim is unreliable and is frequently 
interrupted, especially over holiday periods when large num-
bers of people congregate in the village. The unreliability of 
the electricity supply impacts directly upon the division of 
labour and time allocation in a household. One woman whom 
we interviewed on a cold windy day had just finished cooking 
the evening meal on her electric stove, several hours in 
advance of the meal, in case there was a power failure later in 
the day. 
Several other people commented on the "sensitivity" and 
unreliability of the reticulation system; they explained that all 
who used electricity also retained alternative energy sources 
and appliances to use when the electrical supply was cut. 
Thus, having electrical outlets and appliances in the house 
does not mean that electricity is necessarily the most reliable 
energy source. Back-up means of lighting and cooking are 
regarded as essential. 
Thus far, we have considered the perceptions of afforda-
bility of electricity of the elderly, and have seen that in their 
eyes, electricity is not always the most appropriate energy 
source in terms of its costs. However, in discussion with 
residents, it became clear that there are a number of other 
reasons why electricity is not installed and utilized by the 
elderly of Elim. 
Land-ownership, citizenship and contractual 
relationships 
Three components of the land-ownership/citizenship issue 
which affect electrification in Elim are considered. First, we 
examine the limitations on contractual rights which the pecu-
liarities of citizenship in Elim impose on residents. These 
limitations are in direct relation to the type and costs of 
electricity available to residents. Second, the ways in which 
citizenship and mobility are linked to the attitudes of the 
elderly towards electrification of their homes are examined. 
Finally, Eskom's planned nuclear power reactor as a case 
study of community participation is briefly considered and 
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juxtaposed with the notion of development put forward by the 
church. (Eskom is the national electricity utility.) 
• Contractual capacities. The position of residents of Elim 
in the structure and organization of power within the village 
is such that they are unable to contract as individuals in any 
relationship which involves alteration to the land on which 
they live. Thus, the contractual parties in the electrification 
of the village are Eskom and the Moravian Church, al-
though individual heads of households may enter into con-
tractual relationships with contractors undertaking the 
work of internal reticulation of houses. As individual 
householders cannot contract directly with the energy 
utility, they have not been able to benefit from recent 
initiatives to provide subsidized rural electrification, in-
cluding the installation of pre-paid meters. Electricity con-
sumers in Elim are thus not able to fit their electricity 
consumption to fluctuations in their disposable income. In 
addition, the church's levy discourages further electrifica-
tion, so the levy itself does not decrease over time. 
The conversion to electricity is not solely determined by 
economic factors; demographic features of the village as a 
whole and of particular households impinge directly upon 
the electrification process and on uptake rates. 
• Citizenship and mobility. Electrification of domestic units 
is inextricably linked not only to individual decisions made 
by the residents of Elim, but also to patterns of migration 
and urbanization. In some instances, elderly people justi-
fied their refusal to install electricity on grounds that their 
absent offspring were not going to return to Elim, and since 
they (the elderly) had no desire to use electricity, installa-
tion would be wasted. Aunty S case is of interest here, for 
her commentary encapsulates much of the ambiguity which 
is expressed towards electricity by the elderly (see Box 1). 
Box 1 
Case of Aunty S 
Aunty S, who lives alone, told us that she has no use tor 
electricity. Her children are not planning to return to the 
village, and she sees no need to convert to electncity from 
gas, coal and candles - energy sources to which she is 
already accustomed. "My time on th1s earth Is shon, and 
my children and grandchildren will not come and hve in 
Elim. ln any case. I've been accustomed to candlelight from 
birth." When asked about cooking she stated that she only 
eats once a day- in the evenings, and her food is provided 
by the Old Age Club. She uses candlelight to see at night. 
When she wants to read in the eveninQs she sits •n a room 
where a streetlight shines through the window and provides 
sufficient light. Electricity is necessary in Cape Town. she 
says, so that one can see the •rogues: She argues that as 
there are no rogues in Elim, electric lights are unnecessary. 
She explains that it her children were to return to live in 
Elim. she would then consider instamng electricity, particu-
larly if it were made available at a substantially reduced 
price. 
While the absence offamily members from Elim was given 
by some as justification for non-electrification, several 
respondents told us that the presence of young people, 
particularly children, in a house was a good predictor of 
whether electricity is or will be installed. The local dominee 
(church minister) told us that the elderly parishioners 
tended to prefer alternative fuels to electricity unless their 
children or their grandchildren lived with them, or con-
tributed to the upkeep of the household, in which case 
electricity would be likely to be installed as a result of 
pressure from the younger family members. However, in 
our sample it was mainly elderly people who were suppor-
ting youths, and not vice versa. 
• Notions of community development and participation. 
There is a degree of opposition to electrification by the 
elderly in the village, which is expressed in terms of affor-
dability, citizenship and residential status, as well as habit 
and cost. At least part of the opposition can be attributed to 
the interviewees' perceptions of development, particularly 
over the role that the elderly are unable to play in develop-
ment, and over the ways in which development affects 
them. It is therefore interesting to note that the elderly were 
among a group entertained by Eskom when the estab-
lishment of a nuclear plant on the south coast close to Elim 
was being considered. This points to two radically different 
notions of community development as posited by Eskom 
and the church. 
The World Bank notes that electrification is a "major 
potential employment creator" (Doppegieter, Du Toit & 
Van Vuuren, 1992: 87). Two aspects of this statement 
require examination in the context of electrification in 
Elim. The first has to do with projects initiated as a result 
of electrification. Elim' s bakery, clay-manufacturing plant 
and clothing factory do not employ elderly persons, many 
of whom have thus not profited directly from the benefits 
of electrification outside of the domestic sphere. The sec-
ond is related to small business opportunities which emerge 
in the production of electricity. In this light it is interesting 
to examine Eskom's interaction with the elderly of Elim 
during community consultation processes aimed at explor-
ing the viability of constructing a nuclear power plant on 
the south coast. The utility's pointed inclusion of elderly 
people during consultation, compared with the church's 
exclusion of them, points to a conflicting set of ideas 
relating to community development and consultation. 
These complex interactions are compounded by the fact 
that in terms of electricity supply, the Moravian Church is 
Eskom 's sole client in Elim, while in terms of seeking 
approval for development projects, the community is en-
visaged by the energy utility as consisting of all the resi-
dents of Elim, including the elderly. Given that the elderly 
in Elim are excluded from the positive effects of domestic 
and infrastructure-based electricity use, there is a certain 
irony in the fact that they were consulted regarding nuclear 
power. 
Structurally, the elderly do not stand to gain directly from 
development opportunities offered by electrification. Their 
hostility towards electricity as a domestic energy source 
may therefore reflect deep social (as opposed to psycho-
logical) insecurities resulting from the changes which are 
actually occurring and are anticipated to occur. In this 
regard, the constraints on individual contracting capacities 
are likely to exacerbate social tensions and experiences of 
alienation from development processes. Ironically, then, 
the installation of electrical power may lead to disem-
powerment, as elderly people are disallowed the products 
of development such as employment in new business en-
terprises. 
One way in which the experience of limited access to 
development is expressed is through recourse to notions of 
custom and habitude. Thus, some respondents utilized the 
term "gewoond" (custom) to justify non-electrification. 
Mrs H, herself a pensioner, commented that the reason why 
so many pensioners would not use electricity is because 
"they are still living in the olden days," and do not trust 
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"young ideas." As Aunty L said: "I wouldn) install elec-
tricity, even if I could. I'm too used to candlelight" 
Custom and "gewoond" 
You sit just so, then the candle goes out. Then you sit 
quietly and safely. So we are born and so we grow old. 
(Mrs T) 
Notions of "gewoond" (habitude) were frequently given by 
the elderly respondents as reasons for their rejection of, or 
non-conversion to electricity. Here we explore the idea of 
custom as it was expressed by elderly respondents in relation 
to energy and health. 
The respondents used ideas of custom to justify their con-
tinued preference for particular fuels. For some, this was 
indeed the reason why they had installed electricity in their 
homes (Mrs H commented that the house in which she had 
lived in in Cape Town had electricity and she was therefore 
"used" to it and had installed electricity in her home in Elim). 
Others used custom to justify the non-installation of elec-
tricity: 
In the old days, there were no streetlights. One had to 
walk around with a torch. But a person felt safer then. 
Nowadays, things happen under streetlights. On top of it 
all, television teaches the children to be undisciplined. 
Young people wander around more nowadays. They stay 
away from home until late. There are 'discos' and 
'games'. It's no wonder that children get pregnant. 
Implicit in these commentaries is a critique of change, espe-
cially where change is experienced as a threat to old, accepted 
ways of understanding the world. These meanings in the 
world are also expressed in stories told by elderly people 
about the effects of electrification on village life and morality. 
One such story is the myth-like "blessing of Elim," told by 
several respondents and retold in Box 2. 
Box 2 
Story of the "blessing of Elim" 
The story of the ''blessing of Ehm" recounts that prior to 
Widespread electrification. coal-bummg stoves and a tem-
perature inversion in the valley had the effect of generatmg 
a smog which hung over the village in the evenings. Thts 
smog was known as the "blessing ot Elim," and was popu-
larly behaved to represent divine protectron of the village 
and rts residents. The smog was regarded as the manrtes-
tation of angels watchmg over the residents. Since elec-
triCity was ln1roduced. the elderly believe that the near 
disappearance of the smog represents a diminution of the 
blessing which once accrued to Elim. This belief is analo-
gous to the disappearance of the column of smoke which 
gwded the Israelites rn the desert and disappeared as a 
sign of heavenly disapproval. 
Clearly there is more to this story than a simple comment on 
air pollution. The story contains social and cultural meanings 
generated around notions of how things ought to be, and a 
critique of the changes which development has brought about, 
particularly in so far as such development has excluded the 
tellers - in this case the elderly -from its positive attributes. 
Electricity was envisaged by the elderly as destroying the 
peace of Elim, represented by the veil of mist and smog, by 
bringing with it development which excludes them, and the 
" blessing" (mist and smog). It should not be surprising, then, 
that some elderly persons are hostile towards electricity, when 
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it presents a direct challenge to their constructions of the 
world and their power within it. 
Conclusions 
This paper has shown "reasons" why elderly persons in a rural 
village do not use electricity. The reasons form part of wider 
discourse on energy equity, in which the needs and responses 
of elderly rural dwellers to electrification are not fully articu-
lated, recognized or met. We have argued that the elderly 
constitute an important segment of the population, wielding 
social power in the day-to-day running of households and the 
care of children. The elderly in Elim expressed a range of 
responses to electrification and gave numerous justifications 
for their (partial) rejection of this energy source. These ranged 
from problems of affordability to difficulties in contractual 
relationships, and finally to a refutation of "young ideas" in 
favour of doing things in the ways to which people have 
become accustomed. The latter reason contains within it a 
critique of change, particularly in so far as change is mani-
fested in altered power relationships within households and 
in people's lives. Attitudes expressed by the elderly towards 
electrification are sanctified and legitimated through appeals 
to the past, to custom and to myth. However, stories such as 
that of the "blessing of Elim" should not be read as a sign that 
people are rejecting electrification solely for romantic reasons 
related to the past. Beneath the myth lies a real and concrete 
concern with the practicalities of development and change as 
these forces impact upon individual lives. 
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Notes 
I. An increase in the proponion of elderly persons in the total population is 
an almost universal phenomenon. The implications of an expanded aged 
segment in a population in terms of the social structure of society, 
personpower, housing, and health and welfare services are enormous. 
2. Use of the terms of the now defunct Population Registration Act of 1953 
does not imply acceptance of these terms, but reflects the way in ~hich 
population statistics were, until recently, collected and presented. Given 
that the effects of apanheid will continue to be fel t for some time, it was 
felt that the terminology retains descriptive power. 
3. Estimates of the numbers of electrified households vary, although reasons 
for the discrepancy were not clear. 
4. At the same time, the reliability of these incomes means that pensioners 
are often targeted as resources and their incomes must be made to stretch 
between large numbers of dependents (Cross eta/., 1992). 
5. Membership of Elim's Old Age Club, operated by the church, has a 
number of benefits for the members, one of which is meals. Several 
elderly iroterviewees indicated that they had little need of improved fuel 
sources (i.e. electricity) because they seldom cooked for themselves. 
Three meals a week prepared by the Old Age Club are made available to 
them for a fee of R 12 a month. The meals are hot, and if need be, are 
brought to a member's house. 
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''They talk to us like children'': language and 
intergenerational discourse in first-time 
encounters in an African township 
S.B. Makoni* 
Department of English, University of Cape Town 
Abstract 
This paper analyses language discourse in first-time en-
counters between young and old women in an African town-
ship. Forms of address, stories and complaints are analysed 
in terms of generational differences and similarities in iden-
tity ascription. Young women identify themselves on the basis 
of their ethnic membership and class, while old women do so 
on the basis of family relations and implied ethnic member-
ship, which can be gleaned from their name and place of birth 
or origin. The discourse is marked by frequent complaints by 
old women to young women about the youth. Some complaints 
may be intetpreted as masked forms of bragging. Old women 
complain that "they {the youth} talk to us like children," but 
their words were initially used by the youth to describe old 
people. Within their use of language old women try to rein-
force traditional power to withstand youth power and to 
retain some influence, even within nonjamilial intergener-
ational encounters. 
Introduction 
This paper analyses the use of language by old and young 
women in first-time encounters in an African township in 
post-apartheid South Africa. As far as the author is aware, no 
studies have been conducted on this topic in South Africa. The 
literature on the topic is predominantly from Western coun-
tries. Further, the majority of analyses of the discourse of 
older persons has been quantitative and from a psycholinguis-
tic approach (see e.g. Coupland, Coupland & Giles, 1992). 
Mt!ch of the psycholinguistic research has been fraught 
with methodological problems, and the results have been 
inconsistent and difficult to interpret. The research has been 
influenced by a deficit model which seeks to investigate the 
extent to which the comprehension and speech production 
abilities of older persons, particularly in the areas of syntax 
and vocabulary, decline with advancing age. Hamilton (1994) 
argues that psycholinguistic studies have overlooked how the 
expectations and communicative reactions of a healthy 
speaker shape the language of an older person who is being 
assessed. Coupland et al. ( 1992) point out that isolating the 
effects of age among subjects separated by at least two 
decades is extremely demanding as it involves controlling for 
a host offactors, including education, life history, motivation 
and the subject's intelligence. A lesson from the psycholin-
guistic studies is that it may be prudent to investigate the 
discourse of older persons by analysing typical discursive 
* Address correspondence to 
practices which include forms of address, self-identification 
and complaints. 
Forms of address 
According to Wood and Kroger ( 1993: 264) forms of address 
superficially appear mundane but the forms in fact have 
special pragmatic functions: they open the communicative act 
and set the tone of the conversations which are to follow. The 
forms of address used in conversations between people who 
meet for the first time are particularly important in signalling 
either the distance or the degree of solidarity developing 
between the conversationalists. A comparison of the forms of 
address used in the interaction demonstrates the dynamics 
involved. For example, a predominant usage of group over 
personal names reflects the importance attached to confor-
ming to group norms. (Groups may be gender or ethnic 
based.) Hence an old woman is expected to behave like an old 
woman and a young woman to behave like a young woman 
in the interaction (Raum, 1973; De Kadt, 1994). 
Kinship and generational identities 
Identity is a transitive phenomenon. To realise one's identity 
a person needs to identify with someone, some group or 
something else. Individuals have a range of identities. For 
example, older persons may gravitate towards or distance 
themselves from what they perceive to be elderly group 
norms. The identities may be organized along a number of 
dimensions, including gender, age, religion, ethnici ty and 
kinship. All ipentities are not necessarily activated at the same 
time or, to use Giddens' (1991) words, identities which are 
"brought along" are not necessarily always "brought about." 
Coupland et al. ( 1992) investigated how old people activate 
different identities depending on whether they are interacting 
with peer older persons or relatively young conversation-
alists. 
Changes in identity can also occur within a single interac-
tion. The variability is permissible within the constraints that 
are negotiable within an interactional event. In urban settings 
individuals may appropriate different types of discourse (cf. 
Rampton, 1995a); for example, older persons may appropri-
ate ways of talking associated with younger persons, or with 
persons having a particular profession or belonging to a 
particular religion. 
However, there are two major problems inherent in this 
approach to self-identification. First, the approach implies 
that the identity which an individual ascribes to himself/her-
Assoc. Prof. S .B. Makoni, Department of English, University of Cape Town, Private Bag, Ronde bosch 7700, South Africa. 
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self, or has ascribed in an interaction, remains constant. This 
paper therefore seeks to examine some of the changes which 
occur within an interactional event, which suggest that an 
individual's identity is continually changing. Second, the 
approach claims that the central organizing principle is the 
notion of the self as the basis on which identity is constructed. 
An emphasis on individual identity downplays the extent to 
which "relations are structured by group identities" (De Kadt, 
1994). Group identities are particularly important in inter-
generational encounters since one "relates as a young man to 
an older man, as a child to a parent, etc." (De Kadt, 1994: 
105). 
!ntergenerational discourse 
The literature on intergenerational discourse has been strong-
ly influenced by American constructs of communication. 
Central to these studies has been a simplistic notion of the self 
as speaker and hearer. A number of critiques have pointed out 
this weakness, notably Hsu (1985). Scollon and Scollon 
(I 992) have more recently argued against what they call 
"American ontological individualism," whereby" ... the indi-
vidual has a primary reality whereas society is a second order, 
... furthermore ... even in the anthropological and sociological 
sciences, culture and society are seen as being built up out of 
the association of individuals, not as primary realities in 
themselves" (1992: 334). 
Studies on intergenerational discourse, particularly those 
conducted in Europe and America, may not be directly appro-
priate to a cultural context in which the notion of a collective 
is extremely powerful. The research conducted by Coupland 
and his associates into the role of"painful self-disclosure" in 
intergenerational discourse, because of the impact of onto-
logical individualism on their thinking, fails to realise that in 
some cases "the person giving voice to the words may not be 
the author of the words. In such a case the source is composite 
of [at least] two persons" (Coupland et al., 1992: 47). What 
is required is a more complex model of interaction which goes 
beyond the "straightjacket offirst and second person" (Levin-
son, quoted in Scollon & Scollon, 1992: 233). To avoid some 
of the pitfalls of the American and European studies of 
communication, it is necessary to draw a distinction between 
individualistic and collectivistic conceptualisation of thl:.! self 
(Tracy, 1990). For example, there is a subtle but important 
distinction between giving voice to somebody's words and 
quoting; in the latter instance the person giving voice to the 
words is aware that the words are not his/hers and publicly 
acknowledges this, but in the former case the individual is 
giving voice to a collective experience which he/she feels part 
of, and to which he/she has a legitimate claim. 
Complaints 
The discourse of old people tends to be characterized by 
complaints, particularly when it is about young people, or 
directed at them. Cattell (forthcoming) defines complaints as 
" ... multivocal or multidimensional, simultaneously holding 
several meanings, fulfilling several needs, and/or having one 
or more intended results . ... Complaints can be expressions of 
person-environment dissonance, or the sense of unease that 
follows from being in an environment in which one feels more 
or less like a stranger ... "The person-environment dissonance 
creates an environment conducive to complaints. In South 
Africa this dissonance may arise from the social and political 
changes that are taking place, whereby the black African 
youth have become empowered through the significant role 
which they played in the politics of the country since the 
1960s, particularly their political agitation towards the end of 
the apartheid era; however, older Africans were not em-
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powered to a comparable degree. Since the April 1994 first 
democratic elections the youth have become yet further em-
powered; again, this has not been the case with older Africans. 
An analysis of forms of address, self-identification and 
complaints in first-time encounters between old and young 
African women is made within the context of these rapid 
social and political changes in the country. 
The study 
Aims 
The aims of the study were to investigate the nature and type 
of language used in first-time encounters between old and 
young African women. An effect of modernization has been 
changes in the traditional roles played by old women; for 
example, old women are no longer as responsible for the 
socialization of young women as they were in the past- a role 
which previously accorded them considerable influence. 
Some old women may indeed feel that they are unable to 
exercise as much influence as they were able to in the past. If 
this is true, Cattell's argument is valid that complaints arise 
in situations of "person-environment dissonance"; in such 
cases it would be natural to expect complaints to arise in 
intergenerational discourse because of a discrepancy between 
the power which old women would expect to wield and that 
which they will wield. Hence the study aimed to analyse what 
older people complain about, as well as a relationship be-
tween complaints and other types of speech acts such as 
bragging. In some cases the acts of complaining and bragging 
may fulfil multiple functions, e.g. they may function as a 
complaint and be an exercise in "complaint administration." 
The study was conducted in late 1994 and early 1995 - a 
time of radical change in South Africa, when a division 
between the young and the old was becoming more marked. 
Method 
Ten women participated in five meetings (n =50), which are 
referred to in this paper as "first-time encounters." Five 
women were "old" and five were "young". The old women 
were in their mid to late seventies and all were social pensio-
ners. They were all recruited at a senior citizens' centre in 
Guguletu, a predominantly African residential area of Cape 
Town. The .women attend the centre five days a week where 
they are provided a meal, recreation and health support. The 
old subjects were all unimpaired and relatively healthy. 
The young women were all in their twenties, and were 
relatively well-educated and studying part-time towards ob-
taining a postgraduate degree. Two of the young women were 
employed as junior teaching staff members at the University 
of the Western Cape (UWC) and three worked in the publish-
ing field. 
The meetings were held at the seniors' centre in Guguletu. 
At each meeting five old and five young women were paired. 
They were advised that the purpose of the meeting, or pairing 
was for them to get to know one other (Coupland, Coupland, 
Giles & Wiemann, 1988). Each woman was told that she 
would meet a woman of a different generation for the first 
time. It was explained that the purpose of the study was to 
observe the interaction between each pair of women. 
Following on an earlier study by Coupland et al. (1988), 
the study was designed as an open-ended and exploratory 
investigation of talk between generations in a controlled and 
relatively formal setting. It was expected that the study would 
yield data suitable for a discourse analysis of complaints, 
stories and forms of address. 
Recording 
The conversations between the pairs of subjects were tape 
recorded and the recordings subsequently transcribed. The 
subjects agreed to have the conversations tape recorded on 
condition that they could afterwards listen to the recordings. 
The visible presence of a tape recorder had an unexpected 
effect on the old subjects. It was initially anticipated that these 
subjects might be reluctant to talk because of the presence of 
the tape recorder and that it would stifle vernacular elderly 
talk. However, it was found that the recorder actually stimu-
lated rather than stifled talk, particularly among the old sub-
jects who in their life times had never listened to their voices 
(cf. Milroy & Milroy, 1980). 
The conversations each lasted between 30 and 40 minutes. 
The subjects spoke in Xhosa, the African language mainly 
spoken in the Western Cape province. Following on the 
conversations, retrospective commentary was obtained from 
the old subjects and recorded. The retrospective commentary 
was of about IS-minutes duration. Retrospective commentary 
was introduced to triangulate the analysis, and involved 
playing back the recorded conversations to the subjects and 
asking them for their reactions and comments. In the majority 
of cases, the retrospective commentaries were played back to 
the subjects about two weeks after they were recorded (cf. 
Erickson & Schultz, 1982; Rampton, l995a). Triangulation 
is a research technique used to gather data from several 
sources to enable an investigator to arrive at a more reliable 
interpretation of a situation. The use of a triangulation strategy 
meant that the analysis did not only rely on the recorded 
conversations but could also use information from other sour-
ces to substantiate the findings. 
The transcripts of the recordings and the retrospective 
commentary were subsequently translated from Xhosa into 
English for the purpose of analysis. The transcriptions were 
treated as documents which would provide insight into the use 
of language in the first-time encounters between the young 
and the old women (cf. Taylor, 1992). 
Analysis 
The analysis focussed on forms of address, the construction 
of identities and the nature of the complaints in the discourse. 
As such, the analysis went further than the analyses of Cou-
pland et al. (1992) which focussed on discourse processes in 
painful self-disclosure. 
Findings 
Forms of address and the construction of identities 
The extract below describes a conversational opening be-
tween a young woman (YW) and an old woman (OW). The 
young subject, referred to as YW1 , is a staff member at the 
University of the Western Cape. The old woman (OWl) was 
involved in setting up the senior citizens' centre in Guguletu. 
YWl: Makhulu mandithi ndingu P ndisuka kuTsolo e 
Transkei. Ndisebenza eUWC. (Grandma, let me say 
I am P. I'm coming from Tsolo in Transkei. I'm 
working at UWC.) 
OW2: Igama lam nguS. NdiyintombikaVMaseko. (My 
name isS. I'm the daughter ofV. Maseko.) 
YW1: Maseko 
OWl: Maseko 
YW1: Ei 
OWl: Ndanditshate no Mr Mgola. (I was married to Mr 
Mgola.) 
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YW 1: Identifies herself in Xhosa by name and the region 
which she comes from. 
Greetings and self-identification are an obligatory prelimi-
nary phase of first-time encounters among Xhosa speakers. 
The greetings and self-identification may be expected to be 
initiated by a young person and will occur in most intergener-
ational encounters. By identifying herself as coming from 
Tsolo in the Transkei, the young woman implicitly described 
herself (ethnically) as being a Xhosa speaker. To define and 
hence to identify herself, in addition to her ethnicity, she 
described her professional affiliation, i.e. she works at UWC. 
By referring to her profession as a university teacher, the 
young woman described her social class. A tendency to 
construct one's identity in terms of implied ethnicity and 
social class is typical of most young Xhosa women. 
The old subjects on the other hand described themselves 
first in terms of their ethnicity, which may be inferred from 
their places ofbirth, before describing themselves in terms of 
their social relations. No mention was made of their social 
class, unlike in the case of the young women. 
The following extract is from a conversation between an 
old woman (OW2) and a young woman (YW2). 
OW2: I was born at Peddi and moved to Qoboqobo where I 
got married. I'm Mrs Ratshi. 
The extract illustrates how the old woman (OWl) and the 
young woman (YW2) in the first extract differently con-
structed their identity. Subtle differences were also apparent 
between widowed and non-widowed women. The old women 
whose husbands were still living, or who had died and the 
women had remarried, defined themselves by using their 
husband's name: e.g. I'm Mrs Rhatshi (OW2). They only 
disclosed their father 's name when explicitly asked to do so 
in a conversation, unlike the widowed woman (OWl) who 
began by introducing herself by using her father's name: I'm 
the daughter ofV. Maseko. In the retrospective commentary 
it transpired that the husband of OW 1 had died in 1940 and 
she had not remarried. 
One older woman had a dramatic way of introducing her-
self: she simply presented her identity card. (It is compulsory 
in South Africa for all citizens to carry an identity card. The 
card bears the name of the holder, his/her date of birth, and 
the district in which the holder lives. ) Cattell (personal com-
munication) points out that when strangers meet in Kenya, 
they are quick to ask "Where are you from?" When one meets 
someone, one gives one's name. The other person will ask: 
"From where?" One then says "Machakos," meaning "I'm 
Mukamba," or "I'm Muluyia." (Cf. Coplan, 1994, for a simi-
lar description of how strangers greet one another in Lesotho.) 
Scallon and Scallon (1992) demonstrate how relations 
between generations can differ along several dimensions. The 
authors identify seven dimensions, among which are the 
pluralistic-holistic, kin-peer, and egalitarian-hierarchical 
dimensions. It is the hierarchical-egalitarian relationship 
which is most relevant in the present analysis. 
When old women counsel young women about matters 
relating to their social life, there is a tendency for them to use 
terms such as "my child," which gives authority to their 
advice and at the same time strengthens the relationship 
through the use of the quasi-kinship terms. The following 
extract is from a conversation between an old woman and a 
young subject. 
YW3: You will correct me if I make a mistake. To me there 
is a difference between umendo and umthshato. 
OW3: Umendo is when a girl of so and so is married to a 
particular family name and she has to tell herself that. 
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When we say that someone is married she is only 
married to her husband. 
Intergenerational discourse is characterized by a format in 
which young women typically ask questions about traditional 
social life. For example, in the above extract the young 
woman wants to know something about different types of 
marriage. The intergenerational relationship which emerges 
is radically different from the one described by Coupland et 
al. (1992), where the interrogatory rights of the young over 
the elderly are referred to. In the retrospective commentaries 
the old women emphasized how the encounters had given 
them an opportunity to socially educate the young women. 
The old women relished this opportunity, in view of the 
circumstances in the country whereby families have become 
dislocated and people of different generations spend relative-
ly little time together. Further, the youth tend to spend a great 
deal of time either at school or away from home, working or 
seeking employment, which makes it difficult for old women 
to socialize young women and to exercise control over them. 
In addition, older persons would probably view educating or 
advising the young as positive functions, since even though 
young women tend to have higher formal education, the old 
still retain valuable knowledge. 
By using the term "my child" an old woman underscores 
an hierarchical relationship. The use of the term sisi towards 
the end of a conversation reflected attempts by old women to 
move towards a more egalitarian relationship with a young 
woman. (The term sisi is also used among older women.) 
However, the move is not reciprocated by young women who 
maintain a sense of respect and distance. Even within families 
relations tend to be formalized (De Kadt, 1994 ). 
Old persons seem to be fairly prescriptive in terms of the 
social discourse which they will engage in and the form which 
they maintain the discourse should take. They are willing to 
depart from the norms themselves but will not allow others to 
do so. For example, one old woman "complained" that Ukuba 
abantwana abakuhloniphi bathetha nawe njengomhlobo 
wabo. Kuthi elo lihlazo. (If children do not respect you they 
talk to you as if you are their friend ... to us [older women] it 
is an insult.) Perhaps what this old woman objected to was 
informal discourse which she may have felt undermined her 
power. Paradoxically, in some of the retrospective commen-
tary the older women commented on how they had appropri-
ated terms which were initially used by the young to describe 
them, such as "radio gogo" and "local police." Gogo is an 
abbreviated term for grandmother. Some older persons are 
called "gogos" because they are perceived by youths to talk 
too much.) 
An interesting clash of perceptions emerged. When the old 
women complained that "They [the youth] talk to us like 
children," they were objecting to the manner in which youths 
engage in intergenerational talk. When the young women 
described the elderly as "radio gogos," they were objecting to 
what they perceived to be a lack of taciturnity on the part of 
older people. What is apparent here is that there are different 
perceptions about the manner and quantity of talk between 
people of different generations. 
The elderly were also described as "local police" - a term 
used by some youths to describe old people whom they 
perceive become overly involved in other's affairs. (During 
the apartheid era the local police were viewed negatively 
since they were seen to be part of the apparatus of the 
apartheid regime.) The term "local police" is clearly used in 
an abusive way and is arguably a metaphoric description of 
conflict between the generations. The youth, because of their 
involvement in politics, were likely to be in conflict with the 
local police who were supporting the apartheid regime. 
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However, the old women frequently used the terms "radio 
gogo" and "local police" humorously. In the retrospective 
commentary, when asked about their status as local police, 
they laughed in response. The laughter may be interpreted as 
a sign that the term had been partially rehabilitated, or its 
pejorative connotations removed. Despite rehabilitation, the 
term still conjures up images of the youth's description of the 
elder! y. Bakhtin ( 1981: 293) comments: "There are no neutral 
words and forms ... all words have the 'taste' of a profession, 
a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular 
person, a generation, an age group, a day and hour. Each word 
tastes of the context and contexts in which it has lived its 
socially charged life." 
However words do not have a single life, as they can be 
appropriated by new groups and assume a new life. The 
appropriation of youthful terms in elderly discourse is an 
instance of "crossing." Rampton (1995a: 280) defines cross-
ing as focussing on code alternation by people who are not 
accepted members of the group associated with the second 
language (or the variety) which they employ. In this instance 
terms which were previously used by the youth to describe 
older persons in a negative way, are used in a positive manner 
by the old women. 
In the retrospective commentary one of the issues which 
frequently emerged was how the youth no longer "listens" to 
the elderly. To listen in Xhosa, and indeed in most African 
languages, carries a meaning which goes beyond simply 
paying attention to what the other person is saying. If a parent 
complains that a child does not listen, he/she is alleging that 
the child is disobedient. 
As part of their social resistance to what they perceive as 
increasing youth power, the elderly may have taken the sting 
out of the abuse of some terms. The process of social reha-
bilitation of words which previously had negative connota-
tions is usually initiated by people or groups which were the 
targets of the abuse. The process of "semantic inversion," as 
Smitherman (1995: 19) terms it, is fairly widespread- par-
ticularly in situations where there is an asymmetrical power 
relationship between groups with the dominant groups as-
suming the right to name the less powerful group. Makoni 
( 1995) shows how the term "kaffir" now carries with it a mark 
of solidarity when used by and among black South Africans. 
(The term was used as a racist marker under the apartheid 
regime.) · 
The process of rehabilitation of words is never a complete 
process; for example, some terms used by the young to 
describe the old may be regarded as abusive by older individ-
uals. In the study an old woman (OW3) described how young 
people refer to elderly people as witches, particularly if they 
have outlived their peers. 
OW3: Do you know that old as we are, they say we are 
witches? They [young people] will tell you that you 
are the only old woman in the street, what are you still 
doing, you killed your friends. That is why they burn 
old people's houses. 
Individual and collective identity 
A characteristic feature of intergenerational discourse is how 
it frequently slides into narration, not about an individual's 
experiences but about revelations of a common history, or 
group experience in which "the key aspect is no longer me vs 
you but us and me as the repository of the past articulated 
through me" (Rampton, personal communication, 1995b). In 
his description of stories told by Basotho migrant workers 
working on South African mines, Coplan (1994) stresses the 
importance of maintaining such a distinction. 
The following extract is from a conversation between OW2 
and YW2. Like most black South African women of her 
generation, OW2 spent a considerable part of her working life 
as a domestic servant to white employers. Because of this 
employment experience, a particular genre of stories has 
emerged reflecting, more often than not, how white women 
became dependent on black maids. In the extract, OW2 tells 
the young woman how she was responsible for looking after 
an old white woman who had been deserted by her family and 
friends. 
OW2: Ndakhetha eyona-yena engcomo. (! chose the best 
one [a dress).) 
YW2: For her. 
OW2: Ndayeka ukumnxibisa. (And the woman stepped 
[stood up) and I dressed her.) 
OW2: Ndamjonga. (/ look at her ... don' t think that the 
strength is coming from you. We get strength from 
God.) 
Stories about how frail elderly white women abandoned by 
their families became dependent on their domestic servants 
do many rounds in African township discourse. In the light of 
these collective stories it may be argued that old women are 
giving voice to collective experiences. The speakers would 
thus be seen as a "composite individual" revealing a common 
history. The intergenerational discourse becomes a type of 
reflection on collective experience. None of these complica-
tions nor a host of other complications can be easily encom-
passed within an ontological individualism assumed by a 
simple speaker-hearer model of communication. 
Such collective stories differ from personal narratives. The 
following extract is a typical example of personal narrative. 
OW2: I don't know whether to explain now because I was 
living with many children . Those were children of my 
latefather,four of them. There were also three of my 
granddaughters. I raised my daughter's children 
whose husband died, but/' m alone now with my son 
who is 34-years old. He must do away with this new 
life-style. I want him to follow the example of Daniel. 
The first part of the story is a fairly common experience. A 
woman looks after children on her own after the death of her 
husband. The second part of the account describes a set of 
details specific and perhaps only true to her- the age of her 
son and her wishes that the son does not succumb to new 
influences. 
However, old women do try to find ways to resist change. 
Attempts are manifested in women's repeated efforts and 
appeals to Christianity. As OW3 put it: "The first thing we do 
as old people is to keep quiet. These children do not choose a 
correct way of talking. There is a verse in the Bible which 
says respect your father and your mother and you will live 
long. Do you know it?" 
Complaints 
The old women constantly compared the present with what 
they frequently regarded as a golden age in terms of moral 
behaviour. For example, an interaction frequently began: 
Kwimihla yakudala, msithi umzekelo,xa it he intombi yanzima 
abazali bayo babexelelana. (In our days, let us say for 
example when a girl became pregnant, parents used to tell 
each other about it ... ) The older women were aware that the 
golden moral past which they constructed was fiction, albeit 
useful fiction. It was useful because it enabled them to com-
pare the moral behaviour of the present young generation with 
their own behaviour when they were young. The complaints 
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do not necessarily reflect the degeneracy of the present beha-
viour of the youth but are characteristic of the manner in 
which the elderly have been socialized into mastering the art 
of complaint. As one old subject put it: "Every mother of my 
age complains." 
Complaints serve a number of different purposes. On the 
one hand complaints reveal that older persons think that some 
changes which they regard as undesirable have occurred. At 
the same time, paradoxically, some complaints, particularly 
about the so-called low morality of the youth, are meant to 
demonstrate the extent to which the elderly are still in control. 
For example, one of the most vociferous critics of the young 
generation's lack of discipline was quick to describe how she 
handled her household with an iron hand: Andiwavumeli 
amantombazana alale enlwini yamngaphandle ngokulandela 
inkqubo efanelekileyo Andifuni kumbona. Andifuni mntu uzaa 
kuza izinto ezzimbi endliwini yam. (I don't allow girls to come 
and sleep in my house without following the right procedure 
... I don't want to see her. I don't want a person who will come 
and do bad things in my house.) This type of complaint may 
also be construed as bragging. By complaining about how the 
youth no longer obey the instructions of older persons, the old 
woman is able to boast how she is an exception in this case 
as she is in firm control of her household. 
Complaint discourse is not restricted to elderly talk; the 
young in tum complain that the elderly talk too much- hence 
the term "radio gogo". The two generations are also in some 
cases united in their complaints, e.g. against what they per-
ceive as incompetent and corrupt government officials. Presi-
dent Mandela is however immune from complaints as he is 
"above Jesus and on the same side with God." 
Conclusions 
This paper has analysed some typical discursive practices in 
first-time encounters between old and young Xhosa-speaking 
women. The structure of the intergenerational dialogue was 
briefly described, and different forms of address and the 
manner in which the women constructed their identities were 
highlighted. Complaints seem to be common in this type of 
discourse but are difficult to distinguish from other types of 
discourse practices such as bragging. The study was con-
ducted in a quasi-experimental setting and further research is 
needed to analyse intergenerational language use and dis-
course within naturalistic environments. 
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Practice concept 
Protection of the elderly: 
a need for activism 
N. van Dokkum* 
Department of Private Law, University of Natal (Durban) 
Abstract 
The elderly are a marginalized group in society and South 
African law reflects this status. The law to protect elderly 
citizens from abuse is inadequate. This paper examines de-
velopments in the area of child protection and the resultant 
Child Care Act, which could provide a model for a similar 
programme of action to fight abuse against the elderly. 
United States' legislation on elder abuse is discussed as a 
guide for developing similar legislation for South Africa. 
Finally, a programme of activism is proposed to bring about 
the necessary changes in South African law. 
Older citizens have a right to protection against abuse and 
other forms of mistreatment. Those who are physically and/or 
mentally frail rely on the state for protection. As it stands, the 
South African law is inadequate to secure even minimal 
protection for elderly victims of physical and mental abuse, 
neglect and exploitation. In the United States legislation to 
protect the elderly is far advanced and all-encompassing. In 
South Africa developments in the area of child protection 
have resulted in legislation to protect children. Drawing on 
lessons from these developments it is possible to design a 
programme of action with short-, medium- and long-term 
goals to bring about similar protection for the elderly. 
Elder abuse 
Elder abuse may be defined as the assault, neglect or exploi-
tation of an older person. In most cases the abuse is ongoing 
and repetitive in nature and tends to occur between individ-
uals within a relationship, but could take the form of an 
isolated occurrence, e.g. a single instance of financial exploi-
tation. In some cases a caregiver may abuse an older person 
although abuse is not limited to such relationships; neigh-
bours and individuals who live elsewhere may also abuse the 
person. 
Three forms of abuse are specifically dealt with in this 
paper, namely physical and/or mental abuse, neglect and 
exploitation. These are not mutually exclusive categories 
Physical and/or mental abuse. This form of abuse occurs 
either through injury to a person, or inaction that permits the 
person to be injured. Much of what is called physical abuse 
* Address correspondence to 
is in the form of threats, with only occasional actual bodily 
assault. Physical abuse is therefore any conduct that results in 
mental distress or physical injury to a victim, and it can be 
active, in the sense of striking or attacking the victim, or 
passive, in the form of neglect such as deliberate withholding 
of medication, food and/or care. 
Psychological abuse can range from simple name calling 
and shouting to protracted dehumanisation through repeated 
assault on a person 's personality and ego. This form of abuse 
is generally used to coerce an elderly person into behaving in 
ways acceptable to the abuser, or to destroy his/her capacity 
to make life choices or to manage property. The most common 
form of psychological abuse are threats to place the person in 
an institution if he/she does not comply with the abuser's 
demands. 
Neglect. Neglect refers to the wilful refusal or failure of a 
caregiver to provide services necessary to maintain an elderly 
person's physical and/or mental health. 
Exploitation. Exploitation refers to forms of abuse such as 
improper or illegal use of an older individual's assets. 
In general, studies of abuse (cf. Frolik & Kaplan, 1995: 400) 
indicate that neglect is the most common form of abuse 
followed by physical abuse. Together these two forms make 
up over half, of the abuse of the elderly, with financial exploi-
tation, emotional abuse and other forms making up the re-
mainder. 
Abuse can also be categorized as abuse by individuals 
acting in a personal capacity and abuse within an institution. 
Abuse outside of an institution is frequently perpetrated by 
malicious family members or neighbours. The abused person 
often puts up with the abuse or exploitation for fear of losing 
what benefits the abuser provides, or, in extreme cases, be-
cause the abuser prevents the victim from notifying anyone 
of the abuse or neglect. 
Some abusers profit from their abuse, e.g. financially. Some 
abuse results from the pathological nature of the abuser. 
Abuse is a form of control, and it is often difficult to 
determine what is abuse and what is control. A caregiver who 
snaps at an old person and threatens him/her with sanctions if 
he/she does not "behave" might be regarded as abusive, but 
in her defence the caregiver will claim that the old person is 
Mr Neil van Dokkum, Department of Private Law, University of Natal, Private Bag X I 0, Dalbridge 4014, South Africa. 
E-mail: vdokkum@law.und.ac.za 
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difficult, demanding and unappreciative, and that the ca-
regiver's patience is being tested to the limit. 
It is often difficult to distinguish between substandard care 
and abuse. On the other hand neglect can only occur if there 
is a duty of care that arises out of a legal relationship which 
is not met, e.g. the duty of support of children and parents. In 
other words, when children are dependent and incapable of 
support, parents have a legal duty to support them. The 
opposite is also true: when parents are no longer able to 
support themselves, South African law is quite clear that the 
obligation then rests upon the children to support the parent. 
However, in practice the duty of support by a child to its 
parent is not as strenuously enforced as is the duty of support 
by a parent to its child. Whilst our law provides for a criminal 
sanction against a parent who fails to maintain his/her child, 
even though he/she has the means to do so, there is no 
corresponding statutory crime against a child with sufficient 
means to support his/her parents but who fails to do so. 
Neglect in residential institutions is sometimes the result of 
individual acts by certain employees. Such acts include slap-
ping or hitting a resident "to make him or her behave," and 
denying privileges or making threats of future harm "to keep 
residents in line." Employees of a facility may steal money or 
property from the residents, or insist on payment for care. 
Causes of abuse and neglect 
Whilst some abuse or neglect is simply diabolical, stemming 
from an individual's need to hurt or torment others, the large 
majority of cases of abuse occur as a result of caregivers 
breaking down under the strain of their responsibilities and 
turning their anger and frustration against their older charge 
(Frolik & Kaplan, 1995: 406). The financial and emotional 
pressures of caring for older individuals can be very burden-
some. Caregivers of older incapacitated persons often lack 
adequate training or supervision, and may resort to abuse 
either out of anger or ignorance. These carers may be unaware 
of available social services and other sources of support. 
Many caregivers are financially dependent upon the older 
person for whom they are caring. This is particularly true in 
South Africa where the high level of unemployment means 
that the only source of income for an entire household may 
be the social old-age pension received by an older member of 
the household. This dependency may contribute to a sense of 
anger and resentment in the dependents and carers, which is 
manifested in exploitation, physical abuse or neglect. 
Abuse in institutions is often a result of poorly paid and 
inadequately trained staff, whose resentment is expressed by 
stealing and using force or threats to control residents. 
Legal remedies 
Criminal remedies 
South African criminal law contains common law crimes that 
cover many of the wrongs· committed against elderly people. 
In cases of physical abuse, for example, an offender could be 
charged with assault or assault with intent to do grievous 
bodily harm. In cases of mental abuse an offender might be 
charged with crimen injuria. In cases of financial exploitation 
an offender might be charged with fraud or theft, depending 
on the circumstances. 
However, there appears to be no statutory crime for the 
penalisation of abuse committed in institutions. The Aged 
Person's Act provides that a person can be summonsed to 
appear before a magistrate if he (1) accommodates or cares 
for an elderly or debilitated person in a place other than a 
registered home for the aged, in circumstances or in a manner 
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likely to be injurious to his/her physical or mental wellbeing; 
and/or (2) presumably takes advantage of an aged or debili-
tated person by receiving excessive remuneration, by way of 
money or goods, for the accommodation or care of such 
person in a place other than a registered home for the aged. 
However, if these charges prove justified the person does not 
get convicted of a crime; he/she is simply suspended from 
operating another home for a period of up to ten years. 
Our criminal law has not proved effective in this area; it 
was not possible to trace any decision of a person convicted 
of exploiting an elderly victim. This does not mean that such 
crimes do not occur, or that the culprits are not apprehended; 
only decisions of the Supreme Court are reported in the law 
reports - and tend only to be reported if the case is of public 
interest, or raises a novel point of law. 
A possible reason for the ineffectiveness of the criminal law 
is that the most common wrong committed against elderly 
people is that of neglect, and there is no common law crime 
to cover this. Children are however protected against neglect 
by the Child Care Act which makes neglect of a child an 
offence, subject to the defence of incapacity to provide 
through inadequate means. 
Section 50 of the Child Care Act provides that any parent 
or guardian of a child, or any person having the custody of a 
child who ill-treats that child or allows it to be ill-treated, or 
abandons that child, or any person legally liable to maintain 
a child who, while able to do so, fails to provide that child 
with adequate food, clothing, lodging and medical aid, shall 
be guilty of an offence. 
In addition, unlike in the Aged Person's Act (where the 
maximum penalty is RlOO and/or three months imprison-
ment), the penalties for contravention of this section in the 
Child Care Act are relatively harsh: a maximum fine of 
R20 000 and/or five years imprisonment. The fact that there 
is no similar provision for the elderly can serve as a starting 
point for a campaign for their protection. 
On the other hand, even if such a statutory obligation were 
to exist, it would be very difficult to enforce. Indeed if the law 
provided for a statutory crime of parent neglect by children 
who failed to support their parents although they could afford 
to do so, few parents would be willing to report their child to 
the police for failing to provide for them - and thereafter 
approach the Maintenance Court for an order for their child 
to pay a certain amount into court each month. This scenario 
could involve not only matters of pride and emotional trauma 
but also more practical problems such as the withdrawal, by 
angry and resentful children, of visiting opportunities to the 
complainant's grandchildren. 
A second useful provision which is found in the Child Care 
Act and the Prevention ofFamily Violence Act is the statutory 
obligation to report child abuse or neglect. This obligation is 
extended to all professional persons who have cause to sus-
pect, usually as a result of an examination of the victim, that 
the child is being abused or neglected. The Child Care Act, 
which imposes the duty to report on doctors, dentists, nurses 
and social workers, also protects a reporter from legal pro-
ceedings if the suspicion is unproven, as long as the report 
was made in good faith. 
There are however problems in seeking criminal remedies. 
First, there is the problem of proof. A large number of the 
crimes committed against elderly people occur in private, i.e. 
in situations where there are no witnesses. It is very difficult, 
unless there is additional circumstantial evidence or physical 
evidence, for the State to prove a crime beyond a reasonable 
doubt in the absence of corroborating witnesses. Even in 
instances where there is corroborating evidence in the form 
of medical evidence, most medical evidence is " anonymous" 
in the sense that it is proof that an attack did take place but 
does not identify the attacker. Therefore, in the usual course 
of events a conviction would only be likely if the victim was 
an excellent witness whereas the accused clearly lacked credi-
bility. Given that many victims might not have good 
memories, or may be mentally impaired, the problems are 
apparent. 
Second, in many cases an abused individual is reluctant to 
use the criminal justice system, particularly if the abuser is a 
family member or a caregiver. The publicity which might 
ensue, shame and emotional cost often prevent any steps 
being taken. 
Third, persons who are abused frequently fear that if their 
abuser, who may be their caregiver, is prosecuted, they will 
lose this source of assistance and be forced to move to an 
institution, such as a nursing home. 
Finally, there is the matter of whether the overloaded crimi-
nal justice system (and the overworked police force) can 
respond rapidly enough to cases of abuse. The time lapse 
between an initial complaint and an eventual trial may be 
long, and a victim's fear of retaliation by the abuser will 
remain present. 
Many states in the United States have what is termed an 
Adult Protective Services Act, which are statutes designed to 
provide a comprehensive response to the abuse of older 
persons. These statutes define elder abuse, which definitions 
include physical and mental abuse, or cruelty, neglect and 
financial exploitation. Most statutes also provide that profes-
sionals (usually law-enforcement officers, doctors, nurses, 
other health-care professionals and social workers) are obli-
gated, under threat of criminal sanction, to report suspected 
elder abuse. Some states have a detailed list of the profession-
als who are required to report cases of abuse, whereas others 
simply have a catch-all phrase requiring all persons who have 
knowledge or cause to believe that abuse has occurred, to 
report it. 
All these statutes provide for an initial investigation upon 
receipt of a report of alleged abuse, usually by the Welfare 
Service or the Department of Health. After an investigation 
is completed, or if the elderly person requires assistance, most 
statutes permit the provision of a variety of services, e.g. 
health, social, psychological, medical and legal assistance. 
Civil remedies 
The civil law of delict, which provides for civil sanctions 
against wrongdoers, really only provides two remedies: dam-
ages, i.e. awards in money, and an interdict. Damages are not 
really a viable option as the abuser is often motivated by 
financial desire, which means that in many cases he/she does 
not possess assets in the first place. 
What of the interdict restraining a person from abusing or 
harassing an elderly person? First, the elderly person might 
not wish to complain as the interdict will remove the abuser 
who may be the caregiver. 
Second, the statute which specifically prevents intra-family 
abuse, i.e. the Prevention of Family Violence Act, provides 
for a simple and inexpensive means of obtaining an interdict 
against an abuser but does not cover elder abuse. It provides 
for reporting child abuse (Section 4) and for an interdict 
preventing spousal abuse (Section 2), and assumes that the 
applicant for an interdict must be "a party to a marriage." 
Although this definition is extended to include customary 
marriages and cohabiters, it does not include parents, siblings 
and relatives. 
To be granted an interdict in terms of the common law an 
applicant must prove, on a balance of probabilities, three 
requirements: 
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• A real interest. 
• Immediate or actual harm or danger. 
• The absence of an alternative remedy. 
Again, an application for an interdict would involve a victim 
having to testify, which would introduce the aforementioned 
problems of evidence, although the degree of proof needed is 
slightly less onerous, i.e. that the requirements must be proved 
on a balance of probabilities as opposed to beyond reasonable 
doubt, which is the standard required in the criminal courts. 
The other possible civil law option is an application for a 
curator to be appointed to administer the estate and needs of 
an elderly person who is incapable of doing so unassisted. 
South African law provides that where, because of advanced 
age, mental frailty or physical incapacity, a person is inca-
pable of managing his/her property, the Supreme Court may 
be approached to appoint a curator to such person's property. 
This is a two-stage application. First, any person may apply 
for the appointment of an interim curator, who is known as a 
curator ad litem. The court will only make such an order if it 
is satisfied on the grounds of very detailed evidence that must 
be furnished under oath, setting out the elderly person's state 
of health, his/her fmancial position, and the reason for the 
incapacity. This evidence must be supported by the reports of 
two medical practitioners, the one being a psychiatrist who 
will report on the elderly person's mental condition and must 
confirm that he/she is incapable of managing his/her affairs. 
The interim curator, or curator ad litem must then investi-
gate and file a report with the court where he/she will set out 
the results of an investigation into the elderly person's capac-
ity to manage his/her affairs, and further recommendations as 
to the suitability of the original applicant to manage the 
incapacitated person' s affairs. If the court is satisfied, it will 
then appoint a curator bonis, or final curator, to manage the 
person's affairs. A high quality of evidence is needed, and the 
court will not grant such an order lightly. 
This procedure has many disadvantages. First, application 
must be made to the Supreme Court which entails a very 
expensive and lengthy procedure. Second, the elderly person 
has very little say in the choice of curator bonis. Third, 
although in theory there are many safeguards, there is still the 
potential for abuse. Finally, in deciding the capacity of a 
person, a court will often impose the values of a middle-aged 
person, whereas it is recognized that elderly people have 
different needs and values. 
However, there may be an. option for some elderly people: 
the curator bonis may be appointed without the curator ad 
litem being initially appointed in instances where (I) the 
proposed ward (the elderly person) fully understands the 
nature of the application and consents to being placed under 
curatorship; and (2) the proposed curator is a fit and proper 
person to be appointed to handle the affairs of the elderly 
person. This at least enables an elderly person to appoint 
someone of his/her own choice who will at least remain 
accountable to him/her (e.g. an accountant or an attorney 
whom the elderly person knows and trusts). The problems of 
cost are still applicable, however. 
The granting of a power of attorney (POA) is also a useful 
way in which an elderly person can nominate a person of 
his/her choice to manage all or part of an estate (the POA can 
specifically state the extent of the agent's powers). This is a 
relatively inexpensive option, as a General Power of Attorney 
form can be purchased from a stationery retail outlet. How-
ever, our law states that the POA is only valid whilst the 
resident is able to manage his/her affairs. In other words, one 
cannot delegate a capacity which one does not possess one-
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self. Therefore when a person becomes incapacitated through 
ill health and/or advanced age, the POA becomes ineffective. 
In the United States this problem has been solved through 
the provision of "durable power of attorney." This form of 
POA continues to be of force and effect even after the maker 
has lost his/her capacity to make legally-binding decisions. 
The proposed Euthanasia Act (which was drafted by the South 
African Law Commission) provides for a similar document 
where people can give a person power of attorney to end their 
lives (i.e. by turning off a life-support machine), even though 
the maker of the POA is unconscious and incapable of making 
that decision at the time. There is therefore precedent for such 
a document. 
An ombudsman for the elderly? 
The South African tradition of an ombudsman might not be 
appropriate for the monitoring of the evils associated with 
elder abuse and exploitation. An ombudsman is a person who 
is appointed to investigate public complaints about malad-
ministration by State officials. Therefore, in cases where the 
abuse is carried out by a public official, e.g. pension fraud, or 
in an institution supported by public funds, e.g. a public 
hospital or a nursing home, the ombudsman could be effec-
tive. However, in instances where the abuse or exploitation is 
carried out by a relative, a friend or a neighbour of the elderly 
person, or in a private home (in other words by individuals in 
a private setting), the ombudsman's office is not empowered 
to investigate these offences. 
Our constitution has made provision for the appointment of 
what is known as a Public Protector (PP) (the title "ombuds-
man" has unfortunate sexist connotations). The same restric-
tions apply: the PP is empowered to investigate public 
allegations of corruption and maladministration by govern-
ment officials, or those holding public office, or those acting 
in a public capacity. 
In the United States, elder societies form a powerful lobby 
group and there is extensive legislation to protect the elderly 
(Frolik & Barnes, 1992). To receive federal funds, i.e. funds 
from the central government, for the protection of vulnerable 
elderly persons, each state is required to establish and operate 
an office of a Long-Term Care Ombudsman. This person has 
an obligation to (i) identify, investigate and resolve com-
plaints made by nursing-home residents, or complaints on 
their behalf; (ii) investigate actions or decisions that may 
adversely affect the health, safety, welfare or rights of the 
residents; (iii) investigate other providers of long-term care 
facilities, i.e. private homes; (iv) assist residents in protecting 
their health, safety and welfare, and inform them of their 
rights; (v) represent residents before government agencies; 
(vi) analyse, comment on and monitor the development and 
implementation of laws, regulations and policies that affect 
residents; and finally (vii) promote and assist citizen organiz-
ations that promote the rights of residents, and provide tech-
nical support for the development of resident and family 
councils. 
In addition, the Long-Term Care Facilities and Home 
Health Agencies Act, which is a federal statute, i.e. applicable 
at national level, lays down a comprehensive list of the rights 
of nursing-home residents, in both public and privately-
owned facilities. These rights extend over 30 pages and 
include access to all personal records that the home keeps on 
the resident; details of his/her health; the right to refuse 
medical treatment; the right to free medical aid; items and 
services available to the resident from the State for which the 
resident may not be charged; other services provided by the 
facility for which the resident will be charged and the applic-
able rates for these services; a description of the manner of 
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protecting personal funds and property of the resident; the 
right to privacy and confidentiality (e.g. the keeping of medi-
cal records); the right to voice grievances and have them taken 
to the highest level; the right to have access to any report that 
has been compiled by a government agency investigating the 
facility; the right to send and receive mail which must be 
unopened; the right to have access to any governmental 
agency and ombudsman; the right to have access to a tele-
phone in a private place; and the right to self-administer drugs 
and treatment if declared safe by an independent physician. 
Although the functions of the ombudsman and the provi-
sions of the Long-Term Care Facilities and Home Health 
Agencies Act are aimed at protecting residents of institutions, 
provision is also made for the prevention of abuse in non-in-
stitutional settings in the Older Americans' Act of 1965, 
which provides for the appointment of a Commissioner on 
Aging who oversees and develops all programmes of assist-
ance to the elderly and who reports directly to the President, 
as well as the Federal Council on the Aging. This council 
comprises 15 members and advises the President on all mat-
ters and policy concerning elderly citizens. 
Box 1 
Proposed programme of action to protect 
the elderly in South Africa 
Short-term goals 
Set up pubhc education and awareness programmes. En-
courage the med1a to publlctze the campa1gn. Obtain a 
sponsor for the campa1gn. 
Medium-term goals 
Set up climes at universities as jomt ventures between the 
Faculty of Law and the School of Social Work, to offer 
counselling services to elderly persons. Set up mob1le 
cl1nics to improve the accessibility of services. Obtain a 
sponsor. 
Agitate to have the Aged Person's Act amended to mclude 
• cnmmal neglect prov1s1ons along the lines of Sectton 50 
of the Child Care Act; 
• statutory reportmg procedures along the lines of Section 
42 of the Child Care Act; and 
• provts:on for the creation of a durable power of attorney 
Agitate to have the provisions of the Prevention of Family 
V1olence Act extended to mclude ascendants, 1.e. parents 
and grandparents, and even cohabiters. 
Apply pressure on the South Afncan Pollee Serv1ces and 
the Attorney General for the establishment of an Elder 
Protection Unit. along the hnes of the Child Protection Untt, 
staffed by specially trained officers. 
Long-term goals 
Agitate tor the appomtment ot a Law Commission to draft 
an act along the lines of the Older Americans' Act. 
Agitate for the establishment of an Office of the Ombuds-
man (or Public Protector) for the elderly. 
Agitate for the transfer of curatorship proceedings from the 
Supreme Court to a spectal court, or alternatively to the 
Family Court (to be established), where final-year law 
students can represent elderly persons as curator ad litem. 
In addition this act provides for the setting up and administra-
tion of a programme to be implemented at State level with 
respect to the prevention of abuse, neglect and exploitation of 
older individuals, which will ensure the co-ordination of 
welfare services and protective agencies in this regard; public 
education programmes; outreach programmes to prevent such 
abuse and exploitation; referral of such complaints to the 
relevant agencies; and a network to ensure the recording of 
such complaints including the identification of possible vic-
tims and known abusers (such information to be strictly 
confidential). 
Another interesting innovation in the United States are the 
"sixty-plus" clinics set up by law schools (Frank, 1993), 
where law students are available to assist, advise and repre-
sent elderly persons in curatorship proceedings, and ultimate-
ly to be appointed as curator ad litem for an elderly person. 
This innovation has enabled proceedings to be far less expens-
ive and more accessible. In South Africa it would first be 
necessary to have proceedings moved from the Supreme 
Court to a specialised court or tribunal, which will allow 
students to appear. 
Based on the American experience and the legislation to 
protect children in our country, an action programme to 
develop measures to protect elderly South Africans from 
abuse and to develop legislation in this area is proposed and 
outlined in Box 1, according to short-, medium- and long-term 
goals. 
Conclusion 
South African law provides very little protection for elderly 
persons. There is a need for radical statutory innovation, along 
the lines of the extensive American model, to provide for the 
rights and needs of our older citizens. This will only happen 
if public demand for such statutory innovation and access of 
elderly persons to the law and legal mechanisms is dramati-
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cally increased. Hence, public activism is needed to achieve 
these goals. 
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Community social services: support for 
independent living of older persons in China 
Zhu Chuan Vi* 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, China 
Abstract 
Family care is a traditional source of support for older 
persons in China. However the forces of industrialization and 
urbanization in China mean that some older people have to 
adapt to social changes and live independently. The estab-
lishment of a social security system and the development of 
community social services provide great support for older 
persons who live independently. The majority of old people 
in China regard the community as their extended family. 
Since China has a large population and limited financial 
resources, it is estimated that social services and service 
facilities meet only 30% and 20% of the demand, respective-
ly. The author proposes that in the process of rapid economic 
development, the government and non-government organiz-
ations need to pay more attention to the growing problems of 
older persons and to provide more support to them. 
The concept of independent living is new to the majority of 
older Chinese. Chinese elders have traditionally lived with 
sons and daughters, and grandchildren or relatives; this tradi-
tion has long been cherished as "family happiness." Multi-
generational co-residence is still the norm in China (see Table 
I). Elders enjoy support and respect in the household, while 
providing child-care services, taking care of the house, and 
caring for the venerable old in the house. Hence, when one 
speaks of independent living of older persons in China, it may 
be misunderstood as referring to the living situation of unfor-
tunate old widows and widowers, or old people who have 
been deserted by their sons and/or daughters. 
Times have changed: modernization, urbanization and in-
dustrialization are advancing across the country and China is 
rapidly entering the mark~t economy. Many of the age-old 
villages and townships have become small and medium-sized 
cities. Young people are leaving their homes behind and 
migrating to towns and cities to become workers, business 
people or service personnel. In the cities, which are also 
undergoing tremendous changes, most young employed 
people are given Jiving quarters where they live on their own, 
away from the extended family structure. As a result, the 
nuclear family has become the predominant family structure 
in China. 
* Address correspondence to 
Today a number of Chinese elders, in an attempt to accept 
new ideas, have begun to live independently and to accept the 
challenges of the social changes that are taking place. How-
ever, they still yearn for the times when they had grandchild-
ren playing by their knees; they are not well prepared for 
independent living. The government of China and social 
organizations are adopting new measures to show concern for 
older persons, by developing numerous community-service 
agencies, improving the old-age pension system, and estab-
lishing older adult day-care centres and senior citizens' apart-
ments, as well as introducing new technologies to meet the 
needs of old persons who live independently. But China has 
lacked the facilities and experience to assist old people to Jive 
independently and has much to learn. 
Table 1 
Living arrangements of older persons in China (per-
centages)* 
Males Females 
Arrangement 
City Town Village City Town Village 
Lives alone 6.2 9,7 8,0 9,2 11,3 9,0 
Lives with spouse 21,5 24,2 18,1 t5,3 16.8 14,5 
Subtotal 27,7 33,9 26,1 24,5 28,1 23,5 
Lives with children 72,3 66,2 73,9 75,5 71 ,9 76,5 
TOTAL 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 
Source: State Statistical Bureau, 1990. 
• 10 % sample. 
Population ageing in China 
China has the largest elderly population in the world. In 1992, 
people aged 60 years and over numbered 104 million; the 
number is growing at an annual rate of 3 c,;,, i.e. by 36 million 
a year. By the tum of the century, the number of older people 
will reach 132 million and will comprise 10,6% of the total 
population (see Table 2). The current growth rate of the 
80-year-and-over age group is 5,4 t,;,, which is far greater than 
previous growth rates for this age group. In short, population 
Prof. Zhu Chuan Yi , Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, (H) 18-6-20 I Shenggunanli, Chaoyang District, Beijing I 00029, 
People's Republic of China. 
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ageing and advanced ageing are developing at a rapid rate 
(State Statistical Bureau, 1990). 
Meanwhile, a diminution of family size in China is continu-
ous. In 1982 there were 4,4 members per family but in 1990 
the figure was 4,0. The tradition of remarriage in old age 
continues, which is characteristic of a developing country. In 
both cities and country areas in China unmarried older per-
sons constitute only 1 % of the older population. The divorce 
rate is 0,8 %. Old-couple families are stable, which means that 
partners are available to help one another. More women than 
men are without a spouse; these women comprise about 30 % 
of the elderly population. Most widowed old persons live with 
family (China Research Center on Ageing, 1992b). In towns 
and cities, a single man or woman and old-couple families 
constitute around 30 % of the families of older persons; single 
female families constitute 73 % of all families headed by an 
old single man or woman. The number of old families is on 
the increase, with the number of families in the 75-year-and-
over age group (5,4 %) being greater than that in the 60-64-
year age group (ibid. , 1992b). A trend towards independent 
living is thus apparent. 
Table 2 
Indicators of population ageing in China 
Number aged %of total Year 60+ (millions) population 
1953 42 7,2 
1964 42 6,1 
1982 77 8,0 
1990 97 8,6 
1992 104 8,9 
2000 132 11,0 
2025 284 19,3 
2040 380 25,3 
Sources: State Statistical Bureau, 1990. 
China Research Center on Ageing, 1989. 
Income security 
Independent living has a direct bearing on the income and 
housing conditions of old persons. In cities, old people who 
have been in regular employment are eligible to receive a 
pension. The re-employment rate of retirees is 28 % but about 
26 % of old persons receive no pension (China Research 
Center on Ageing, 1992). In general, agricultural labourers 
are not covered by an old-age security scheme; these schemes 
are only implemented in a small number of economically-de-
veloped areas, and where the collective and the individual 
jointly contribute to the scheme. Regarding Jiving arrange-
ments, old people typically have their own room(s) in a house; 
only a few own a house. Since family care is a traditional 
means of support of the elderly in China, it is stipulated in law 
that sons and daughters are obliged to support their parents 
and grandparents. Generally speaking, old people therefore 
enjoy support from their family. Surveys have revealed that 
46,9 % of old people in cities and 73,8 % in rural areas are 
supported by their sons and daughters (China Research Center 
on Ageing, 1992c). 
At present, economic development levels are still low in 
China. Although a social security system has been established 
it is not yet fully-fledged. Some old people, especially in the 
rural areas, are reluctant to leave their home and live alone. 
Even if they want to do so, this is not always possible as they 
lack the resources and suitable housing. It is therefore unlikely 
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that a large number of old people in China will live inde-
pendently in a foreseeable period of time. 
The matter has been raised about old people being collec-
tively institutionalized in welfare homes. The construction of 
such welfare institutions however requires large sums of 
money; accommodation in urban and rural homes for the 
aged, at day-care centres, and in senior citizens' apartments 
is therefore only available to childless old people, or those 
who are in dire poverty. Statistics show that only 0,4% of the 
aged are institutionalized in welfare homes or hospitals 
(China Research Center on Ageing, 1992b). Although there 
is a demand for collective welfare institutions, the possibility 
of the expansion of these facilities is very limited. 
On the other hand the health status of older Chinese tends 
to be good. Life expectancy at birth has reached 71 years, 
more than double the figure (35 years) in the 1950s (see Table 
3). A 1992 survey showed that 32 % of older persons are 
healthy and "feel fine"; 46,4 % report that they have "pass-
able" health, while 21 % feel unhealthy (ibid., 1992b). 
Chinese generally remain in good health in old age. In both 
urban and rural areas they do physical exercises, as well as 
shadow boxing, qigong (breathing therapy), callisthenics, and 
disco (localized foreign disco); use traditional acupuncture, 
moxibustion, massage and herbal medicine; and follow spe-
cial diets. Most old people in agricultural areas have farmed 
all their lives and/or performed domestic chores; health prob-
lems and poor access to medical care remain major difficulties 
for them, especially for those who live alone. Statistics show 
that about 1 5 % of the older population has poor access to 
medical care (ibid., 1992b). In the worst situations, ill old 
people, or venerable old persons who live alone, lie in bed in 
need of constant care. 
Table3 
Life expectancy at birth in China (years) 
Year 
1950 
1957 
1981 
1989 
Males 
66,4 
69,3 
Females 
69,3 
73,4 
Sources: China Research Center on Ageing, 1992b. 
China Senior Citizen, 1989. 
TOTAL 
35 
57 
67,9 
71,0 
In China a far smaller number of old people than in developed 
countries feel lonely. The majority of older Chinese have 
close relations with family members, even if they live apart 
from sons and daughters. As income constitutes an important 
element in their livelihood, most old people, if their health 
permits, continue to participate in the labour force . Tradi-
tional neighbourhood ties greatly reduce the extent of loneli-
ness among older Chinese, as contact and meetings with their 
friends are sometimes more frequent than contacts with sons 
and daughters. According to survey findings, over 75 % of 
the elderly in both urban and rural areas experience no feel -
ings of loneliness; only about 14 % admit to having such 
feelings. Seventy-five per cent of the elderly report that they 
are happy; 3,7% in urban areas and 7,6% in rural areas report 
that they are unhappy, and most of these people live alone 
(ibid., 1992b ). 
Community social services 
The surveys referred to above have found a need to develop 
community social services in China to ensure a better living 
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environment for older persons, especially those who live 
alone. Underthepresentsocial and economic conditions, such 
vision has wide ramifications: on the one hand there is a 
pressing need for such services and on the other hand favour-
able conditions exist for the development of these services. 
Since the mid-1980s, under a government initiative, the de-
velopment of community social services has been in full 
swing. In recent years community social-service facilities of 
different types numbered 89 000, comprehensive community 
service centres in cities and towns numbered 4 376, and 
convenience networks numbered 169 000 (China She Hui 
Bao, 1994).(SeeTable 4.) 
Table 4 
Numbers and capacity of community social-service 
facilities for old persons in China, at end 1991 
Type of facility Number 
Social welfare home 930 
Home for the aged 39 820 
Service facility 21534 
Service centre 47 502 
Guaranteed service group 54000 
University/school 916 
Sources: China She Hui Bao, 1992, 1993. 
State Statistical Bureau, 1991. 
Number of 
beds/clients 
67 248 (beds} 
667 126 (beds) 
88 000 (clients} 
130 000 (clients} 
Community social services are being extended to country 
areas. Across the country volunteers have mobilized; a con-
tingent of more than 3 million volunteers has registered at 
neighbourhood committees (China She Hui Bao, 1994). In 
October 1993 the Central Government together with 14 min-
istries and commissions under the State Council jointly pub-
lished "opinions on speeding up community services," which 
urged localities throughout the country to take action to 
establish and develop a social security system and social 
services. By the year 2000, the growth rate of its output value 
should reach 13,6 %, with the number of various facilities 
reaching 260 000; by then community service centres should 
be set up in 85 % of the street committees (China She Hui 
Bao, 1993). This is a great show of support for independent 
living of older people. 
Community social services are designed to meet the de-
mands and traditional customs of the elderly. The basic prin-
ciples and characteristics are as follows: 
( 1) To bring into full play the initiatives of all groups, mainly 
relying on self-service and self-management. Inhabitants 
of communities are both served by and participate in the 
rendering of services. 
(2) To address the pressing needs of community residents, 
with service agencies being flexible, varying in form, 
adapting to local conditions, and taking minimum invest-
ment and maximum results as criteria. 
(3) To fully utilize Chinese traditional methodology to 
achieve the acceptance of the majority of residents. 
(4) To mainly deliver services to older persons ' homes, 
owing to a lack of resources and space or other facilities, 
and out of consideration for the reluctance of older 
people to leave family, relatives or friends, and the lo-
cality or environment with which they are familiar. 
(5) To provide services free, or at a nominal fee in accord-
ance with an ability to pay, in an attempt to offer support 
and to promote self-maintenance and self-development. 
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(6) To provide relief for childless widows/widowers or indi-
gent old people from the "Five Guarantees": food, cloth-
ing, shelter, health care and funeral assistance. In 
addition, social groups and volunteers in the community 
are organized to provide different guaranteed services, 
i.e. community dwellers sign mutual aid agreements to 
provide one-way, two-way or general services such as 
shopping, cooking, cleaning and house repairs , and help-
ing older persons to see a doctor and to buy medicines 
(see Box 1). Such services are vital forms of support to 
old people who live alone. 
Box 1 
Types of community social-service facilities for 
older persons In China 
Care for the aged agencies 
- homes for the aged, day-care centres. senror citizens· 
apartments 
- home-serv1ce centres, guaranteed servtce groups 
- 1nsurance agencies, consultation agencres. legal 
affa1rs 
- matchmaking agenc1es. home-maker exchangP. 
agenc•es 
Health-care facilities 
speciaHzed hospitals, mobile hosp•tals 
- rehabilitation centres (mamly based on traditional 
rehabilitation methods) 
- health care 
- med1cal consultatiOn home services. psychological 
consultation services 
Educational facilities 
- senior citizens' umvers1ties, senior citizens' 
parenthood schools 
- readtng rooms. libranes 
- cultural activities centres 
Re-employment bureaus 
- talent exchange centres 
- labourexchange 
Recreational facilities 
- act1v1ty centres 
- restaurants, tea houses 
- sports centres 
- dancing classes 
- calligraphy and patnhng groups 
Economic operations 
- comprehensiVe economic development service 
departments 
- farming, aquatic breeding 
sctence and technology development consultation 
departments 
- umts for econom1c operations 
Other 
- sen1or citizens· shelters 
- seNice groups for sign1ng family support agreement$ 
Despite the major development of community social services 
in China, the system is still far from perfect. As the rate of 
population ageing accelerates, more older people will live 
independently, and the number of handicapped and ill old 
persons who are in need of care will grow. It is estimated that 
throughout China the coverage of social services is only about 
30 %; service facilities meet only 20 % of the demand (Li 
Yong, 1994). Moreover, the quality of the services is not up 
to standard. Specific problems include the following: 
(1) The key to the continuous development of community 
social services is to establish a fund-guarantee system. 
At present, in a bid to raise funds, many communities 
start economic entities for their elderly and mainly target 
them at giving consultations, labour service, and process-
ing and other tertiary industry. In rural areas, farming, 
aquatic breeding, and the processing of agricultural pro-
ducts initiatives have been started. Funds for social ser-
vices are mainly self-supporting with government 
subsidies and supplemented by assistance from the com-
munity. However, accumulation of capital and manage-
ment are not yet in the hands of a fully-fledged 
foundation which applies scientific methodology. 
(2) A greater number of trained and competent community 
social workers are badly needed to develop community 
social services. China has few of these workers. To meet 
the demand, the Chinese government has initiated a 
system of issuing a Community Service Certificate, but 
the system can hardly be carried out nationwide within a 
short period of time. 
(3) China is not yet ready to use modem technology in 
community social work to meet the independent living 
needs of old people. Only simple equipment is installed 
in the rooms of old persons, such as electric bells. In some 
cities emergency rescue centres are being set up. 
At this stage, international co-operation with experienced 
scholars, social workers and entrepreneurs from foreign coun-
tries to explore ways and means to improve the community 
social services system would be helpful. 
The role of the family 
In China, the family continues to play the main role in the care 
of elders. To consolidate family care and bring it into full play 
remains the key link of the social security system in China, 
no matter whether from the point of view of the wishes of 
older persons, or the cost-effectiveness of the social security 
system or its social effects. 
In line with traditional Chinese thinking, the community 
could be regarded as an extended family; community social 
services could play the security role of an extended family. 
The community could be regarded as an extension or a 
development of family care (security). 
On the other hand, judging from development trends, it is 
inevitable that with the advancing social forces of modern-
ization, urbanization and industrialization, the main source of 
support for the aged will be shifted from the family to the 
community. This shift will be due to social structural changes, 
diminishing family size, a weakening of kin relationships, and 
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other social factors, as well as the existing family-planning 
policy whereby a young couple supports and cares for four 
parents with increasing longevity and has only one child. 
The future 
The course of social development in the West tells us that a 
trend towards independent living for the elderly is inevitable. 
The same trend is expected to follow in China under the 
existing market economy. We therefore need to be prepared 
for these changes. 
Along with economic development, it is possible to estab-
lish various collective welfare institutions as homes for the 
aged. Government and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) should show greater concern and give more support 
to the elderly. However, since China has such a large popu-
lation and limited financial resources, the development of 
collective welfare institutions is naturally limited. 
Hence, an emphasis on the development of home-care 
delivery is a must for the community. As for the elderly, they 
need to cultivate a consciousness and the capability to live 
independently, as well as to reduce their reliance on sons and 
daughters or the family, and to try to adapt to the changing 
situation. 
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Letters to the Editor 
Pensions and household structure 
The article "Pensions and household structure of older per-
sons in Namibia" by Adamchak in the October 1995 issue of 
Southern African Journal of Gerontology (SAJG Volume 4 
No 2) raises a number of definitional, conceptual, theoretical, 
statistical and analytical problems. Some of these problems 
are so fundamental that they question the validity of the 
analysis as a whole. For the moment, however, I shall raise 
only one point. The point was picked up by Nana Araba Apt 
in her introduction to the special issue and illustrates the 
serious implications for policy development of the acceptance 
of an analysis which is based on a misinterpretation of data. 
Nana Araba Apt states " ... Adamchak examines the roles 
of elderly Namibian pensioners and how the security which 
pensions offers them enables them to take charge of house-
holds and the care of grandchildren while young adults search 
for gainful employment. His findings pose a number of re-
searchable questions. For example: Does a national pension 
system alter long established trends in intergenerational trans-
fers by allowing the older generation to continue to provide 
support for the young rather than becoming recipients of 
support?" This practice is referred to by Adamchak in the 
article as the "skip-generation phenomenon." 
Although Table 3 of Adamchak's article shows that a larger 
percentage of household membership in pension households 
(the definition of a pension household is itself questionable) 
than in non-pension households (another questionable term in 
that the grouping includes the majority of households in 
which pensioners are found) consists of grandchildren (a 
status defined solely in terms of relationship to the household 
head and giving no indication of age or dependency), it also 
indicates that pension households do not have a larger'per-
centage of members who are under the age of 18 and who 
might be termed dependents. 
Nana Araba Apt's reference to the older generation provid-
ing rather than receiving support is based on a number of 
Adamchak' s statements on page 12 of the journal. In Table 6 
he asserts that the sex ratios for the six regional clusters into 
which he divided Namibia indicate male out-migration from 
the two northern clusters into the four southern ones. He goes 
on to state that Table 7 shows the areas of male out-migration 
to have the highest percentages of households which have 
pensions (both formal and national) as their main source of 
income. On this, he bases the fundamental thesis of his article, 
which is that "the security which pensions offer to the ex-
tended family enables young adults to migrate for employ-
ment, or to extend the employment search, while their 
children are cared for by elderly parents or other elders in the 
family network. " 
However this is not what Table 7 indicates at all. The 
population of the two clusters from which out-migration 
occurs constitute 60% of the entire population of the country. 
The clusters are traditional and rural in nature and might be 
expected to contain an above average percentage of elderly 
persons. Although cluster 1 contains 33,3% of the elderly for 
whom the national pension is the main source of income, only 
24 
18 %of the elderly in cluster 1 have pensions as their main 
source of income. Theirs is in fact the lowest percentage of 
households with pensions as their main source of income of 
all clusters. Similarly, although Adamchak states that cluster 
2 has the highest percentage- 35,4%- of households with 
formal pensions as the main source of income, only 16% of 
the elderly in cluster 2 (as opposed to all the elderly) have 
formal pensions as their main source of income. 
Adamchak states in his conclusion "The regions with the 
lowest sex ratios, indicating significant male out-migration 
for employment, are also the regions with the highest pre-
valence of pensions as the main source of income." Examin-
ation of the data shows the opposite to be the case. Despite 
the fact that the greatest numbers of households where pen-
sions are the main source of income are found in the north-
em-most clusters, the presence of the majority of the total 
population (and the elderly population) in these clusters re-
sults in their having the lowest percentages of households 
with pensions as their main source of income. 
The use of the concepts "pension household" and "main 
source of income" gives rise to as serious questioning as does 
the "skip-generation" thesis. There are also difficulties asso-
ciated with a lack of differentiation between urban and rural 
households, between households containing the elderly and 
those which do not, and the absence of a distinction between 
the various regions or clusters, particularly in relation to 
household structure and sources of income generation. A lack 
of historical perspective and the cross-sectional nature of the 
paper misrepresent the society written about. Migration and 
employment patterns are not revealed. 
Policy development concerning the welfare of the aged 
should not be influenced by a flawed analysis such as this. 
Libby Ardington 
Centre for. Social and Development Studies 
University of Natal (Durban) 
Private Bag XlO 
4014 Dalbridge 
South Africa 
Dr Adamchak's response 
I am delighted to have this opportunity to reflect on some 
issues raised by Ardington concerning my article. I will start 
by making some general comments and then specifically 
focus on Table 7. 
The problems that Ardington alludes to in the first para-
graph of her letter, but does not mention specifically because 
they are too numerous, are probably similar to those men-
tioned in the original (anonymous) review ofthe manuscript. 
Many of these so-called problems were not deemed relevant 
by the author or editor for they posed such questions as "how 
many elderly [are] in Namibia?" which is stated in the paper. 
Another criticism posed by Ardington is that some of the 
information is reported in the tables and not in the text. I do 
not know of any journal editor who will give an author 
expensive journal space to explain every table cell in the text. 
The general trend and meaning of a table should be reported 
in the text but the implications of every cell need not be 
mentioned. Further, as the author, I assume that readers and 
referees can interpret tables independently. In her letter, Ar-
dington questions the definition of a pension household. It is 
stated in the article that a pension household is one in which 
the main source of household income is a pension. Granted, 
there may be multiple sources of income, but the data only 
provide so much information. 
The Central Statistics Office has not released income data 
from the Namibian Household Income and Expenditure Sur-
vey (NHIES) to anyone as of this writing; we cannot therefore 
identify levels of other income sources. The NHIES was not 
designed to target the elderly in particular. It is a general 
survey dealing with household resources and expenditures. 
Fortunately, through these surveys we can begin to under-
stand the condition of the elderly in Namibia and in other 
African countries. 
Ardington's letter to the editor has problems of continuity. 
The second and third paragraphs do not make a point. It seems 
as though she is trying to understand the points of the article 
by writing them down. 
In Table 6, I use sex ratios (total population and ages 15 
years and over) as a proxy for gender-specific migration. 
Clusters 1 and 2, in the north of the country, are areas of male 
out-migration. Table 7 shows pension status by regional 
clusters for individual elderly. Here is where Ardington 
claims that the analysis is flawed. Table 7 shows, and I quote 
from page 14, "the two male out-migration clusters (1 and 2) 
have the highest percentages of formal pensions as the main 
source of income (regional cluster 2-35,4%) and the national 
pension as the main source of income (regional cluster 1 -
33,3 %)." Ardington correctly points out that 18 % of the 
elderly in cluster 1 receive the national pension as the main 
source of income and that it is the lowest proportion of the six 
clusters. Here is where she misses the point. The purpose of 
the article is to view the impact of pensions on household 
structure. That is why I constructed Table 7 to be read by 
columns. The total per cent (100 %) and the Ns total the 
columns. Ardington is interpreting the table by viewing the 
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rows instead of the columns. The rows tell us w)1at percentage 
of the elderly fall in each pension type, such as 18 % receive 
the national pension in cluster I and 71 % in cluster 4, but not 
much beyond that. 
The column interpretation illustrates the impact of pensions 
at the societal level, and allows other aspects of the process 
to be related, such as household structure and migration 
patterns. Here is where the power of the column interpretation 
supersedes the row interpretation in a dynamic process. Clus-
ters 1 and 2 are relatively small geographically, but together 
contain approximately 60 % of the population. Further, 
53,6% of the elderly in Namibia live in Cluster 1 and 64,4% 
live in Clusters 1 and 2 combined. These clusters also have 
the greatest percentage of national pension and formal pen-
sion as the main source of income in Namibia, respectively. 
This article does not "misrepresent the society written about," 
as Ardington claims. Clusters 1 and 2 are home to the majority 
of elderly; are the modal clusters for the national pension and 
formal pensions; and are the only clusters to experience a net 
age-sex selective out-migration for employment. The analysis 
also shows that pension households display a different house-
hold structure compared to non-pension households in Nami-
bia - and show that in combination the above support the 
skip-generation phenomenon. In addition, the impact of the 
national pension is significant as one in ten households in 
Namibia depend on it as their main source of income. 
Using this type of analysis in policy development for the 
welfare of the elderly reveals the multidimensional nature of 
the system in which they live, and identifies associated issues 
and problems that impact their security and quality of life. 
Contrary to Ardington's pessimism, this analysis does pose a 
number of interesting questions for future research in Nami-
bia and elsewhere. It is the exploration of new ground with 
new sources of information that allows us to pose these 
questions and advance the field. 
Donald J. Adamchak 
Department of Sociology 
Kansas State University 
Manhattan, Kansas 66506 
United States of America 
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Book review 
Conversations with an Alzheimer's patient: 
an interactional sociolinguistic perspective 
by Heidi Hamilton 
Published by Cambridge University Press, UK, 1994, pp. 184 
ISBN 0 521 42101 2 Hard cover 
Hamilton makes two main contributions in her book, which 
are separate but interconnected. On the one hand, by rigorous-
ly studying the conversations of a patient suffering from 
Alzheimer's disease (AD), she demonstrates the contribu-
tions which language studies can make towards increasing our 
understanding of dementia in general and AD in particular. 
At the same time, through a detailed analysis of the conver-
sations, she demonstrates how by coupling rigour with com-
passion, linguistics can be humanistic without necessarily 
forfeiting its status as a science. These two interconnected 
achievements are eloquently captured in the following ex-
cerpt from the book: 
The problem with science (and linguistics is a science) is 
that it does not touch the personal and the particular. 
This study of conversations with one Alzheimer's patient 
is offered as a personal and particular study in human-
centred linguistics, one in which linguistic disability is 
seen not as an isolated phenomenon but as a human 
problem within multiple linguistic and social contexts 
(Hamilton, 1994: 36). 
Hamilton seeks to examine the role of language in dementia 
of the Alzheimer type . Previous research into the impact of 
AD on language has been carried out from largely psycholin-
guistic perspectives in clincial settings. Hamilton's book pro-
vides a detailed description of conversations between herself 
and Elsie (the subject in the book), which as a qualitative-type 
study constitutes a marked break from the psycholinguis-
tic/clinical tradition. Further, in the psycholinguistic tradition 
only the language of the AD sufferer is analysed, but in 
Hamilton 's book both the sufferer's and the analyst's lan-
guage are the objects of analysis. For Hamilton, following 
Crystal ( 1984 ), language is interactionally accomplished and 
conversations are a joint enterprise whose success depends on 
the contributions and work of the participants involved. 
Clearly, one of the strengths of her book lies in the author's 
use of naturally-occurring conversations as its main source of 
data. However, Hamilton pushes the argument about the 
validity of naturally-occurring data too far. Although the 
conversations which form the corpus of her data are natural, 
the analysis on which her findings are based cannot be 
claimed to be based on naturalistic data. This paradox is 
apparent in the fact that she must transcribe the data in order 
to analyse it. Any transcription involves dividing naturally-
flowing conversation into discrete units. One of the conse-
quences of dividing the data into discrete units involves 
making both principled and ad hoc decisions about what to 
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leave out and what aspects to represent in a more accessible 
way. Such an analysis, an inevitable part of data handling, 
means that the data which ultimately appear in the text cannot 
be a direct reflection of the recorded conversations. The 
author has had to clean up her data before analysing it. 
Sharwood Smith ( 1994: 60) makes out a forceful case against 
the exaggerated merits of naturally-occurring data when he 
says " ... it is of little value if people [patients, learners] are 
encouraged to act spontaneously, but rather that elicitation of 
information from patients or learners has to be carried out in 
ways that encourage the production of relevant information." 
Hamilton's study is an analysis of conversations conducted 
over four and a half years. Because of the degenerative nature 
of dementia, studies of sufferers of the condition lend them-
selves to longitudinal design. Her analysis of the conversa-
tional abilities of an AD sufferer arise from a recognition that 
the grammatical and sentence features of the sufferer's lan-
guage are well formed and remain intact even in extremely 
advanced stages of the dementia. However, danger signals 
can be detected in the sufferer' s conversational abilities, since 
" ... conversing with an AD sufferer is like being led across a 
bridge that suddenly drops into an abyss" (Ripich & Terrell 
1988: 18). 
Although some of the sentences are well formed in isola-
tion, they are aberrant in context. I use an example from some 
of my own data to illustrate how well-formed sentences can 
become aberrant in context. The following conversation took 
place between an 85-year-old woman diagnosed as suffering 
from Alzheimer's disease and me. The woman is referred to 
here as Dr Lowb: 
SBM: Which other countries did you visit? 
Dr Lowb: Here there are now constructing new buildings, 
the rugby field is part of that building operation 
over there. 
The response by Dr. Lowb is grammatically well formed but 
inappropriate because it is not the type of reply one would 
expect. Dr Lowb's response would have been appropriate to 
a question inquiring what the building constructors were 
doing. 
Hamilton's observation that AD sufferers demonstrate a 
higher degree of competence in informal situations than in 
formal clinical contexts in which they talk about topics which 
are meaningless to them, are corroborated by studies in so-
ciolinguistics and second language acquisition (Ellis, 1985). 
The variable nature of the proficiency of language use has 
diagnostic implications, particularly for AD sufferers, " ... 
since the diagnostic decisions as to whether or not the patient 
has AD depends, to a large extent, on what the patient says 
and how she says it in a clinical examination" (Campbell-Tay-
lor, 1984: 14). If AD sufferers are potentially more fluent in 
informal contexts than in formal clinical settings, it may be 
prudent to consider including a conversational component in 
the diagnostic procedures used in the assessment of AD 
patients, to complement but not to replace the existing stand-
ardized tasks. 
In the United States the majority of older persons diagnosed 
as suffering from AD eventually find themselves, at one stage 
or other of the disease, in a nursing home, which is an example 
of a "total institution" (Goffman, 1961: 12). In "total institu-
tions" the life of a resident is controlled by the clock. Such 
institutions are characterized by a small supervisory staff who 
are socially integrated in the outside world, and who control 
a relatively large number of people in the institution who have 
no hope and chance of going back to live in the outside world 
again. Hamilton examines the communicative practices of a 
single AD sufferer in a total institution. The impact of total 
institutions on the communicative abilities and practices of 
AD people are not known. Further, the impact of dementia on 
the communicative abilities and practices of demented AD 
sufferers who live outside of total institutions also still has to 
be investigated. However, it is possible to speculate that the 
absence of genuine communicative opportunities in total 
institutions could expedite language loss. 
In South Africa the majority of demented black Africans 
are cared for at home, i.e. in the community and not in an 
institution. South African researchers have an ideal oppor-
tunity to investigate the impact of the disease on the language 
use of sufferers, who not only live outside of an institution but 
who may use languages other than English, such as Xhosa and 
Afrikaans. The main focus of research on language and 
dementia up to now has been on the use of English, or other 
typologically-distinct languages. 
Communicative profile 
In Chapter 2, Hamilton uses two main concepts which under-
gird her analytical framework: taking the role of the other, and 
automaticity. The notion of the "other" involves the require-
ment in a conversation, that a speaker try to design his/her 
contribution to the conversation to suit the expected level of 
knowledge of the audience. "Audience design" can either be 
"prospective," i.e. it can anticipate the reactions the speaker 
would get from the interlocutors, or "retrospective" (p. 46), 
i.e. the speech is formulated in the light of what the speaker 
has just said. These are not two distinct modes of "audience 
design" but are two sides of the same coin. 
Audience design influences a range of factors, including 
word and topic selection, the ordering of sequences, and 
options and obligations for starting and terminating conver-
sations. At an advanced stage of dementia, the speech of an 
AD sufferer is egocentric. The egocentricity manifests itself 
linguistically through the presence of pronouns whose refer-
ences have not been stated so they are unknown to the hearer. 
At an advanced stage detailed information is given without 
the necessary background information being supplied to as-
sist a hearer to orientate to the information. In other words, 
because the speech of an AD sufferer is not designed to take 
into account the state of knowledge of the audience, it may 
be difficult to comprehend. 
Another concept featuring prominently in Hamilton' s book 
is automaticity. Automaticity refers to the continued use of 
culturally-learned expressions such as greetings and express-
ions used to frame conversations, such as "I beg your par-
don?" and "Guess what I saw yes terday?" These 
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culturally-learned expressions are retained and still auto-
mated when other aspects of language become difficult to 
access. Another set of expressions which is fairly robust and 
which remains in use when other aspects of language break 
down, are the expressions acquired through personal experi-
ences in life, such as professional jargon. Although an AD 
sufferer may find it difficult to use some aspects of language 
automatically, he/she will employ a number of strategies to 
overcome some of these word-finding problems. Some of 
these strategies are coining new words, circumlocution, reas-
signment of meaning, and using semantically-related words 
and empty words, e.g. "thing." The use of such strategies is 
not peculiar to people suffering from dementia and have also 
been documented in second language use (Bialystock, 1990). 
Questions 
The main focus of Chapter 3 is on questions and how by 
analysing questions and the responses that they generate, an 
analyst is able to gain insight into the construct of division of 
labour in discourse. Hamilton uses the term "division of 
labour" to make the point that any interaction involves work. 
However, the interactional load is not normally equally dis-
tributed among participants. For example, when Elsie (the 
demented person in Hamilton's book) poses a greater number 
of questions, Hamilton produces more responses and poses 
fewer questions. The opposite is also the case: when Hamilton 
poses a greater number of questions, there is a marked decline 
in the number of Elsie's questions. 
The increase in the number of questions which Hamilton 
poses as Elsie's dementia advances, may reflect Hamilton's 
own preconceptions of the impact of the disease on the 
communicative practices of Elsie and may under-represent 
her actual language abilities. While this may be pernicious, 
the opposite is equally disempowering to the demented pa-
tient, i.e. the failure on the part of a healthy person to adjust 
his/her speech to suit the declining language abilities of an 
AD sufferer. 
Responses 
Chapter 4 gives an analysis of the various types of responses 
elicited from Elsie to some of the questions which Hamilton 
poses. The aim of the analysis is to investigate the appropri-
ateness of the responses and the communicative strategy of 
the responses. An analysis of the responses demonstrates that, 
contrary to expectation, the number of responses and the 
degree of their inappropriateness do not necessarily increase 
with advanced stages ofthe dementia. Hamilton attributes this 
unexpected. finding to her increasingly accommodating lin-
guistic behaviour to a perceived disability of Elsie, which 
underscores the point made by the author in various guises 
throughout the book - that the degree of communicative 
sophistication exhibited by an AD sufferer cannot be separ-
ated from the purposes of the interaction and the language 
behaviour of the other person taking part in the conversation. 
This finding obviously has implications for the manner in 
which the diagnostic measurements are conducted and the 
language behaviour of the carers. The nature and degree of 
appropriateness of any discourse may be culturally specific. 
It is important therefore to examine the extent to which 
different cultures have different notions of discourse appro-
priateness, particularly in multicultural communities in which 
the nursing staff and the AD patients come from different 
cultural groups. However, it is humbling to note that AD 
sufferers are sensitive to the problems of their fellow suf-
ferers, more so than unafflicted adults. As Hamilton observes: 
"Alzheimer 's patients communicate differently with other 
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Alzheimer's patients than they do with healthy friends and 
family members and caregivers; they even give the impress-
ion of understanding other Alzheimer's patients better than 
these are understood by healthy interlocutors" (p. 4). 
Conclusions 
In her concluding chapter, Hamilton examines the implica-
tions for and possible application of her research on the 
diagnostic assessment of possible AD sufferers, the manner 
in which the therapy can be conducted, and linguistic re-
search. 
Regarding diagnostic assessment her main point is that 
some of the findings about the style of responses of AD 
sufferers could be integrated into popularly-used diagnostic 
measures. She also makes out a cogent argument about the 
value of complementing the current measures with a conver-
sational component in which an AD sufferer is given an 
opportunity to discuss topics of interest to a person with AD. 
Therapeutically she stresses that as the dementia advances, 
AD sufferers may simply be content to be treated with affec-
tion. Linguistically, this means that at an advanced stage of 
the dementia, the sufferers are much more favourably dis-
posed to the use of language which exhibits solidarity (inter-
personal functions of language), than language in which the 
propositional content and function are of primary signific-
ance. 
In terms of linguistic theory Hamilton emphasizes that 
memory plays a much greater role in language use than is 
normally accepted by linguists. The fact that even as the 
disease advances the sufferer is still able to access particular 
types oflanguage, i.e. prepattemed structures, shows that " ... 
speakers do not actively create much [or most] of what they 
say, but reach out for prefabricated pieces which exist in an 
ever-growing inventory of talk they have used or heard be-
fore" (p. 170). 
The importance of prefabricated patterns is seen in that 
even when some language abilities are gradually lost, profes-
sional jargon and, in some rare cases as current research in 
South Africa shows, the capacity to insult is still retained. 
Hamilton has written a fascinating book but like any well-
written book it opens up a number of questions which require 
further research. It would be interesting to investigate whether 
the impact of dementia on the speech of bilinguals is com-
parable to the impact on the speech of a monoli~gual. 
Hamilton makes a powerful argument for the use of naturally-
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occurring data, but this type of data may have to be com-
plemented with data collected from other sources. There are 
particular aspects of language use by AD sufferers which 
would be extremely difficult to assess on the basis of conver-
sational data only. For instance, a study which aims to inves-
tigate the effects of the dementia on metalinguistic 
knowledge, or which is interested in assessing the role of 
memory on the processing of proverbs may have to rely on 
formally-constructed elicitation tasks. Methodologically, it 
may be prudent to be eclectic and to allow the research 
question to dictate the type of methodology, rather than the 
other way round. 
Similarly, in the analysis of her data, Hamilton's use of 
measures of fluency have yielded considerable interesting 
insight. It would have been interesting for her to have exam-
ined the speed at which speech is processed changes with the 
progression of the disease. Despite these minor gaps, the book 
is a very useful contribution to studies in the discourse abil-
ities of demented patients. 
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